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ABSTRACT 


A MODEL OF CHURCH RENEWAL: STIMULATING MEANING, CULTIVATING 
COMMITMENTS AND PRODUCING GROWTH IN DECLINING, 


PLATEAUING OR DYING CONGREGATIONS 


by 


Kenneth Edward Marcus 


United Theological Seminary, 2011 


Mentors 


H. Beecher Hicks, Jr., D.Min. 


Ivan Douglas Hicks, Ph.D. 


This project focused on the objective of developing a model of ministry that encouraged 
church renewal that would stimulate meaning, cultivate commitments and produce 
authentic spiritual growth at Turner Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church in 
Marietta, Georgia. Utilizing both quantitative and qualitative analysis, the model of 
ministry encompassed a series of sermons, Bible studies, workshops and empowerment 
worship experiences. The project participants were encouraged to take part in each of 
these endeavors. The project revealed that renewal can be achieved in a faith community 


that is willing to embrace God’s view of renewal and move in faith to achieve it. 
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INTRODUCTION 


During World War II, churches were filled with people praying for the end of this 
terrible conflict and the safe return of those who served. With the end of the war, many 
young men and women returned to civilian life and the baby boom soon began. Soon 
young families were filling American churches. Sunday schools and nurseries 
overflowed. If congregations presented children's programs and the pastor was a 
reasonably capable preacher, the growth of the church was assured. Pastors had all they 
could do just to minister to the steadily growing flock. 

A significant factor that contributed to the growth of churches lay in the reality 
that many women did not work outside of the home after the war. During the 1940's and 
through the 1950's, women played the important roles of housewives and mothers in the 
home. They needed and desired outside stimulation. It was at this point that women 
began to focus their attention on the church, becoming active participants in their 
respective faith community. Women played a central role in the ministries of 
congregations as they grew.’ 

For some congregations, signs of problems began to exhibit themselves as early 
as the mid-sixties. Many churches were experiencing a decline in growth or stagnation in 


the 1970's. By the 1980's it had become clear that things had changed significantly. Pews 


'Why Are So Many Congregations Struggling, http://;www.congregationalrenewal.info/ (accessed 
July 31, 2011). 


were no longer full and programs were not as effective as they had once been. 
Congregations had lost their sense of urgency for evangelism. Even more critical they 
had lost the impetus for creating points-of-entry for seekers and new believers. 
Additionally many women had gone to work out of the home and no longer had as much 
time to participate in the ministries of the churches. 

Times had changed in many ways; but congregational response to the changes 
was slow and lethargic. Church leaders looked back to the fifties and sixties and yearned 
for the days when ministries were healthy and vibrant. They felt certain that if they just 
did the things they had always done, things would soon get better. But things did not get 
better. They just kept getting worse—little by little. 

Not only did matters become worse, but the pace of change accelerated. The 
church environment began to experience the proliferation of the establishment of new 
congregations and the erection of new church campuses on the edge of town. These new 
congregations introduced the concept of using big screens, praise bands and praise music. 

Through the 1990's, struggling congregations sought to catch up with the new 
church trend by reading books, purchasing numerous programs and attending workshops 
designed to help them adapt to all the changes. Nothing seemed to be able to stem the 
relentless tide of decline. Disappointment and frustration overwhelmed many 
congregations.” 

Some traditional congregations began to blame the new communities of faith. 
Anecdotal sayings describe their frustrations. "These new churches are too commercial. 


Worship has become a performance." Other congregations made half-hearted efforts to 


"Ibid. 


incorporate praise music and screens in their worship experiences. For the most part, 
these efforts were not altogether successful. 

Finally, some congregations resigned themselves to decline. That decision has led 
to ministries becoming largely focused on their internal culture. Mission offerings have 
become the primary mode of outreach for these ministries. However, even giving to 
missions has declined. A greater percentage of giving is now being used to maintain the 
building and compensate the staff. 

Yet, it does not have to be like this. There is hope for the thousands of struggling 
congregations. Decline is not inevitable. It is not a matter of copying other congregations 
or trying to imitate the congregations on the edge of town or one of the famous mega- 
churches. Every congregation can return to health and vitality (that does not mean that 
things will be like they were in 1955, 1965 or even 1975). Every congregation can 
engage in Christ-centered, other-centered’ and need-meeting ministry. When a 
congregation decides to put their heart, time, talent and energy into being Christ-centered 
and other-centered, God does amazing things.’ 

In a groundbreaking treatise on revitalization in congregational life, the authors 
Oswald and Friedrich introduces a systems theory approach that congregations can 
implement to arrest decline and stop plateaus in the church. Their book, Discerning Your 
Congregation’s Future, intertwines congregational spirituality, discernment, spiritual 
practices and community with congregational norms, myths, and polity from a theoretical 
approach that focuses on systems. While a philosophical framework is provided, this 


3Other-centered ministry reflects congregational capacity to reach out to persons outside the 
immediate membership. 


‘Tbid. 


approach provides a basic step-by-step practical guide which congregations can employ 
that will lead them toward God’s intended future.° 

The book begins by laying out some foundational concepts for congregational 
change that are absolutely essential. First, the authors espouse the belief that the 
congregation must be ready to stop drifting and be prepared to adopt a corporate 
direction. The church must want to change. Oswald and Friedrich suggest that one test of 
readiness for corporate discemment is to ask if there is willingness and readiness to 
follow whatever leading may come. If that readiness is absent, then it is fruitless to 
continue.® 

Secondly, the authors insist that this must be a grassroots effort. Oswald and 
Friedrich say that no one person can discern the will of God. Each person can glean an 
understanding of what God desires. By sharing these understandings in the community of 
faith, the church can enable the wisdom and ways of God to emerge in the faith 
community. Prayerful reflection and empathic sharing enable Spirit to move within and 
among the believers which will empower the church to build a consensus about the will 
of God. They believe discernment to be the process of uncovering the decision—not of 
making it. They further state that only grassroots visions have any real meaning or 
staying power. 

Thirdly, they make the point that a congregation needs to know the truth about 


itself before it can engage in a discernment process. This reality calls for self-analysis.’ 


*Revitalizing Existing Churches, http://northcentralnc.org/361777 (accessed June 12, 2011). 
“Ibid. 


"Ibid. 


To broaden the discussion about congregational decline and plateau, one must 
consider the fact that the church exists in an age of ecclesiastical pessimism. Everywhere 
one turns, it seems, more bad news about the state of the church in terms of moral failure 
among high-profile leaders, clergy abuse scandals, dwindling membership, 
denominational divisions, congregational conflicts, hypocrisy, disunity and distrust is 
being broadcast. Clearly, this could not have been what Jesus had in mind when he 
declared, "I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it".® Yet, 
as broken, bruised and battered as she is, the church (Gk, ekklesia; assembly) of Jesus 
Christ continues to remain at the center of God's heart. The ekklesia is the key component 
to God’s redemptive plan. It continues to be the greatest source of hope for the world 
today. "The church is a lot like Noah's Ark: the stench on the inside would be unbearable 
if not for the storm that is raging on the outside."” 

This project seeks to examine congregational decline, plateau and revitalization 
methods. The goal is to present a model of ministry that will assist congregations of any 
size to engage in disciplines that will stimulate continued vitality and growth. 

There are many books written about congregational growth and development. 
Information on congregational life cycles can be accessed in many previously written 
books. Life cycle books assist congregations in making strategic adjustments in its 
operational system in order to avoid decline and possible death. 

Chapter One of this project focuses on the background of the writer and his 


spiritual journey, including how he arrived at his present professional context. This 


8Mt 16:18. 


*Barclay College, Center for Spiritual Renewal http://csr.barclaycollege. Edu/ congregational- 
renewal (accessed June 5, 2011). 


section will also present and analyze the ministry context. This analysis includes the 
demographics of the community and outlines the scope and ministry of the church. 

Chapter Two identifies and describes some of the literature that the writer utilized 
in developing the project. Under the rubric, State Of The Art in This Ministry Model, the 
writer will showcase his awareness and mastery of the issues, debates, challenges and 
struggles of congregations who are experiencing decline, plateau and possible death. Best 
practices and methods that have been offered to move congregations from decline to 
revitalization, stabilization and healthy growth will be discussed in this chapter as well. 

The writer will reflect on the theological, Biblical, and historical foundations 
which he employed to establish a theoretical construct for the model of ministry in 
Chapter Three. It is in this chapter that the writer will identify the framework that 
undergirds his model of ministry. 

Chapter Four discusses the methodology and the design of the model used in the 
field experience. In this chapter, the process by which this ministry project took place is 
enlarged. The author shares how Turner Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church, the 
context associates and other members of the congregation galvanized themselves into an 
inseparable team to ensure the completion of this project. 

Chapter Five discusses the field experience the informed the project: It contains 
data collection methods and data analysis objectives. The details of the results of this 
ministry project will be examined and discussed. 

Finally, Chapter Six presents reflections on the field experience, a summation, 


and conclusion. Discussions about what could have been done differently will be 


documented. Any new insights and ideas that will lead to the reduction of the possibility 


of ongoing decline in the church will be offered in this chapter. 


CHAPTER ONE 
MINISTRY FOCUS 


As far back as Kenneth Marcus can remember, God has always been a part of his 
life. He grew up in a God-fearing household. His parents belonged to different 
denominations: his mother was a devout African Methodist while his father was an 
irregular attendee of the Anglican Church. Every Sunday, Kenneth and his siblings 
worshipped at Bethesda African Methodist Episcopal Church in Montrose, Chaguanas, 
on the island of Trinidad in the West Indies. 

The divided ecclesiological allegiances of his parents in no way complicated their 
moral and religious expectations at home. The children (three boys and two girls) were 
very clear as to what was expected of them. They were always expected to represent the 
Marcus household with honor and never to bring shame or disgrace upon the family. 

Kenneth’s mother was the parent who stated the rules, many of which were Bible- 
based and were taught and preached in church. Any infraction of the household rules 
would be initially addressed by his mother. Her punishments were usually immediate and 
administered via anything she had access to at that very moment—a spoon, a pot, a towel 
or a belt—and were always understood as preliminary. His father was the real 
disciplinarian. Kenneth’s father addressed serious infractions at night when he came 


home from work. 


Two occasions of punishment are firmly etched in Kenneth’s memory. He 
received one whipping for stealing a quarter and the other for using profanity. Both of 
these actions were deemed unacceptable behaviors for a God-fearing, church-attending 
young boy. The children were always taught and encouraged to be obedient, God-fearing 
children 

The Marcus household was a poor but happy one. Kenneth’s mother was a 
homemaker and his father, who always worked two jobs—one as a tractor driver and the 
other as a taxi-driver—was the provider. For most of his early childhood, Kenneth was 
told that his parents were saving to build a larger and better house. So, oftentimes, the 
children were not privileged to enjoy the best clothes, toys and modern conveniences that 
many of their friends possessed. He remembers days in elementary school when he 
owned one pair of shoes and often attended school barefooted. 

In those days, in addition to the lessons they learned in church, their father taught 
them the values of hard work, thrift and education. They were not permitted to eat dinner 
until they had completed their homework assignments. They were taught that education 
was the ticket to a good position and/or high-salaried job. A good education would ensure 
that they would not be employed as sugar cane harvesters or in other laborer-type, low- 
paying jobs. 

Going to church as a young boy was, for Kenneth, meaningless and boring. He 
went because he was not given a choice. The hymns they sang in church came from the 
denomination’s hymn book. Although some of the songs were rendered with a Caribbean 
beat, they appeared dead and irrelevant to a West Indian child. Kenneth’s first pastor, the 


Reverend Frederick Lewis, played the violin and often offered to teach the children to 


10 


play the instrument. On an island known for calypso rhythms and the steel pan, learning 
to play the violin was, in no way, an appealing exercise. In those early years, everything 
about church seemed monotonous and pointless. 

Things changed drastically, however, with the appointment of the church’s next 
pastor, the Reverend Phillip Thorne. Kenneth attributes his earliest spiritual formation to 
the pastoral influence, guidance and leadership of Reverend Thorne, his wife Imelda, and 
their sons, Leo and John. Unlike Reverend Lewis, who had two adult children (both of 
whom migrated to the United States in the latter years of his pastorate), Reverend Thorne 
had a huge family of eight children and a host of grandchildren. At any given time, at 
least three children and seven grandchildren lived at the parsonage and several of them 
were in Kenneth’s age group. Suddenly, there were (girl) friends at the pastor’s house. 

Pastor Thorne was also a taxi driver and did something for his parishioners that 
had not been done before. He picked them up in his taxi and brought them to church, 
Bible study, or any other church activity, and then transported them back home. That 
meant they did not have to pay taxi fare or walk the four miles to and from church, in the 
event they had no money. This convenience allowed Kenneth and his family the 
opportunity to attend church several times every week. 

While Reverend Thorne’s preaching and teaching were, for the most part, 
repetitive, predictable and rudimentary, it was his wife, affectionately known as Mommy 
Thorne and his sons, John and Leo, who ultimately influenced Kenneth’s spiritual 
development. Mommy Thorne was a strict pietist. In her sermons and speeches, as well 
as in her daily words of advice, counsel and instruction, she pleaded with them to live 


holy lives, to abstain from sin, to stay on the straight and narrow path, and to display 
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behavior that was holy, upright, blameless and pleasing to God. She was an excellent 
student of Scripture and continually preached to the small congregation, especially the 
women and children. Her teachings became the earliest biblical seeds sown into 
Kenneth’s childhood spiritual formation. 

Occasionally, Reverend Thorne’s sons, Leo and John, would visit their father. 
They were both Pentecostal preachers who were exciting, inspiring and passion-filled 
spokespersons for the Lord. They, too, preached against sin and for conversion. They 
always managed to highlight the sexual sins of teenagers. This was an area of relevance 
and temptation for Kenneth, since he was now a teen in high school and possessed, as did 
other young men his age, growing sexual urges and desires which cried out to be 
fulfilled. It was not at all uncommon for him to pledge sexual abstinence in thought, word 
and deed after one of these fiery sermons. In fact, it was after one of those convicting ~ 
sermons that Kenneth walked down the aisle at his local church, officially asked Christ to 
take leadership of his life, and requested to be baptized at the church’s next baptism. 

Baptism at Bethesda AME Church was a major spiritual event that was conducted 
on a semi-annual basis. Persons seeking baptism attended special Bible study classes 
which culminated in a week of fasting, prayer and tarrying at an all-night vigil that 
flowed into the day of baptism itself. Baptism usually occurred around dawn at a 
designated spot on one of the island’s beaches. Kenneth had been baptized as a child but 
his pastor, probably unaware of the denomination’s theology on baptism, totally 
disregarded his infant baptism, treating it purely as a christening. Baptism in the ocean, to 


him, was the real thing. 


12 


Kenneth still remembers being baptized in the calm waters of the Gulf of Praia 
that Saturday morning. When Pastor Thorne dipped him in the water, he held him down 
long enough for him to experience the death of his sins and the raising up into eternal life. 
Upon being raised up, Kenneth was given some secret words to be used in prayer. Often, 
when he finds himself in serious need of divine intervention, Kenneth still recites these 
secret words. For Kenneth, baptism in the ocean that morning was far more than an 
external sign of an inward change. Baptism was the moment he felt that he had really 
connected with God and God with him. Somehow, he felt certain he was now a true child 
of God. 

Kenneth’s years as a born-again teenager at Bethesda AME Church, under the 
leadership of Reverend Thorne, were times of conspicuous development. As a member of 
the church’s Young People’s Division, it was a time of creativity and fun. The young 
people were involved in many concerts, dramatic presentations, fellowship activities, 
mission and faith-building projects. As a young guitarist and developing choir director, 
Kenneth began rearranging the hymns with beats that were more contemporary, catchy 
and appealing to the youth. His efforts, often viewed with suspicion and distaste by many 
of the senior clergy, received a surprising boost from a much-unexpected source. 

In 1972, the Reverend Frederick Hilborn Talbot, an AME pastor from Guyana, 
South America, and an ambassador to the United States and the United Nations was 
elected a Bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Church. The election of a Caribbean 
pastor to the highest office of their denomination brought tremendous excitement and joy 


to the churches in the islands. 
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Pastor Fred was a tambourine-shaking, dancing and singing Bishop who 
encouraged the young people to explore and utilize indigenous rhythms and music in 
worship. With his encouragement and personal investment, the combined AME Choir, 
under Kenneth’s direction, recorded an album of Caribbean gospel compositions and 
rearrangements, the first of its kind for the AME church in the Caribbean. Bishop Talbot 
was a tremendous encourager of the youth and young adults of the AME church. Through 
generous donations, he was single-handedly responsible for the college education of an 
untold number of African Methodist young adults. In later years, he would play a very 
pivotal role in Kenneth’s spiritual and ministerial development. 

Kenneth’s teenage years also found him struggling with life issues and ultimately 
with the God of his salvation. He grew up ina religiously pluralistic society. His 
neighbors to the right were Hindus while his neighbors to the rear were Muslims. They 
all grew up as friends, ate at each other’s homes and participated in each household’s 
religious celebrations. The food may have been offered to other gods, but as a 
community, they enjoyed the feasts. Kenneth did, however, find himself questioning God 
about the riches and wealth of his Hindu neighbor and the poverty his family experienced 
as followers of the God of the Bible. He could not quite understand why his good friend 
Vishnu, the son of the Hindu priest, drove around in a J aguar at age 18, while he had to 
walk or ride the bus. 

Upon graduation from high school, Kenneth found himself struggling to find 
direction for his life. He taught elementary school for a little while, but hated writing the 


mandatory lesson plans. It was during this time of personal struggle, depressing 
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moments, and crying out to God for direction, that he met Cynthia Daniels, an AME 
missionary from Texas who came to Trinidad to participate in mission work 

Ms. Daniels was very different from the missionaries Kenneth had previously 
encountered. She was young and attractive and he quickly became interested in her. 
During one of their many conversations, she suggested that he pursue his baccalaureate 
studies at an AME college or university in the United States. He took her advice, applied 
to Morris Brown College in Atlanta and Wilberforce University in Ohio; and requested 
his Bishop’s assistance in securing a scholarship. He was not only accepted at Morris 
Brown College, but he was also awarded a full, four-year scholarship to pursue a 
Bachelor of Science degree in business administration. 

In August 1975, Kenneth boarded a plane at Piarco International Airport in 
Trinidad and departed for Atlanta, Georgia. He did not, at that time, perceive the 
monumental impact this trip to college and to the United States would have on his life. 
God had used the counsel of a young American missionary to open his eyes to anew 
purpose, a new path, and a new world, one that God had prearranged for him from the 
beginning of time. What was divinely destined to be a major turning point in his life 
began, ironically, with his feeling totally lost and experiencing acute social displacement. 

His first year at Morris Brown College brought major personal and social 
adjustments. He found himself grappling with the adjustment to a new culture. Atlanta, 
Georgia, U.S.A., was very different from Port of Spain, Trinidad, West Indies. 
Everything was different: the food, the music, the language, the houses, the city, the 
clothes and the weather. He missed his family, his friends, his food, his church and his 


music. In addition to these cultural adjustments, he was profoundly challenged with life 
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at a Historically Black College. He confronted the unique adjustments that all incoming 
freshmen encounter. For an international student, this was also a time of sensitivity and 
misunderstanding. 

Kenneth was surprised by the ignorance of many students concerning the 
Caribbean. Most persons, upon hearing his West Indian accent, would immediately 
deduce that he hailed from Africa. They proceeded to ask him silly questions. “Do you 
live in huts? Or, with what wild animals are you familiar?” 

As an international student, Kenneth was struck by the pervasive racism and 
discrimination that was embedded in American society. This was a harsh reality that he 
had not encountered in his country, where 98 percent of the population were people of 
color. In fact, he was confronted with double discrimination - on the one hand, from the 
majority culture because of his African ethnicity, and on the other hand, from the 
minority culture because he was not an American. His track coach affectionately 
nicknamed him foreigner, a designation he was never allowed to forget. 

Despite the periods of loneliness and the struggles with adjustment that dominated 
Kenneth’s freshman year, he found himself growing in faith and intimacy with God. In 
his aloneness, he found conversing with God to be a very encouraging pursuit. The God 
to whom he had been introduced in his parents’ house, and with whom he had genuinely 
connected at baptism, became a real source of strength, encouragement and hope. God 
continually strengthened him and gave him favor in everything he chose to do in school. 

Church attendance, however, remained a struggle. The liturgy in the AME 
Church, his denomination from birth, seemed so strange and different. He was often 


bored to death. He once attended a Baptist church, but became musically and 
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rhythmically lost when they sang traditional Baptist hymns. Eventually, he made his way 
to the campus Chapel, finding some level of comfort in this small student assembly. He 
especially enjoyed the opportunity to play his guitar and give leadership in worship and 
praise on Sundays. 

It was around this time that Kenneth was introduced to a small, charismatic Bible 
study that met in a little apartment about a block off-campus. He was not at all a 
charismatic worshipper. In fact, in one of his Bible study classes at his local church, he 
had argued vehemently with his pastor and members of the class against the charismatic 
movement and its practice of speaking in tongues, in particular. He was attracted to this 
off-campus Bible study, not because of its charismatic flavor, but because of the 
tremendous love, care and concern that its members exhibited towards each other and 
towards new attendees. He was amazed by this display of Christian love and continued to 
attend, intrigued by the teachings and by the demonstrations of fervent prayer, speaking 
in tongues, and falling out or being slain in the spirit. He prayed to God that if these 
peculiar spiritual activities were for real and were from God, he wanted the privilege of 
experiencing them for himself. His prayer was soon answered. 

One Friday evening at Bible study, during the closing prayer, Kenneth became 
knocked out on the floor and when he regained consciousness, he found himself speaking 
in a prayer language that he did not understand. It took him months to fully accept that 
this spiritual experience was authentically God-sent. He had been a severe critic of 
charismatic activity. He needed to spend time praying to God and testing these spiritual 


experiences to assure himself that they were God-given and not humanly contrived. 
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Having convinced himself, he felt drawn even closer to the God of his parents’ 
house and his water baptism. One of the attendees at his climactic spiritual experience 
was a sophomore named Cassandra Young. They were both celebrating their charismatic 
spiritual high that night at Bible study. Little did he know that evening that their paths 
were destined to cross again in the near future. 

The summer of 1976 was wonderful. The General Conference of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church was meeting in Atlanta, Georgia. Delegates and observers 
from his country and his local church would be attending, and among those would be his 
mother. This was the first time he would see his mother and friends since leaving home to 
attend college. It was an exciting time. He wished he had spent more time with his 
mother during those two weeks. Months later as he was studying in his room, he received 
a phone call from home informing him that his mother had been found dead. 

Kenneth had never before experienced such great personal pain. He could not 
believe that his mother was dead. The circumstances of her death only exacerbated the 
pain. Apparently, she and his father were having serious marital problems, which led to 
their separation. His mother became attracted to a new friend, and it was at this friend’s 
home that his mother’s body was found. The police report alleged that the new friend had 
murdered her and then committed suicide. It was the most painful experience of his life. 

He could not understand how God had permitted this to happen. His mother was 
a godly woman whose prayer life was beyond reproach. He remembers sitting in church 
during her funeral thinking his heart would literally burst open. After the funeral, on the 


flight back to Atlanta, he asked God to refrain from taking any other close family 
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members, at least for a while, because he could not handle it. He felt that it would 
literally kill him. 

The death of his mother totally capsized Kenneth’s world. He returned to campus 
but had no desire to complete school. His mother had been the love of his life. To some 
extent, he was in school to be a blessing to her. As a young boy, he had watched her 
make untold sacrifices so that her children could have the little things they needed or 
desired in life. He was intent on repaying her for all her sacrifices. He planned to treat his 
mother like the Queen she rightfully was upon acquiring a job after graduation. But his 
mother was dead. 

God eventually got him back on track. But it would take years for the pain to heal. 
Mother’s Day became a major challenge for him in future years. 

Two additional events of significance occurred during his sophomore year in 
college. The first was his falling in love with Cassandra Young. She represented 
everything he was looking for in a wife. She was intelligent, attractive, and she knew the 
Lord. They both attended the off-campus Bible study and were both African Methodists. 
He discovered that she had even visited his country at a youth conference, which he 
attended (though they did not meet each other at that time). He encountered roadblocks 
and obstacles during those early months of dating, but he persevered in prayer. 

The other event of significance was his call to preach. He had grown up in the 
church, had given leadership in different areas of the church, and was very active in 
campus Chapel and Bible study. However, he had never pondered becoming an ordained 
minister. He was pursuing a degree in business administration and anticipated going back 


to Trinidad to work as a corporate executive in the oil and natural gas industry. But on 
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that auspicious day, he received a simple, yet life changing call upon his life. His dorm 
director, an AME pastor, had invited him to speak to his youth. As soon as he accepted 
the invitation, at that very moment, a voice said to him, “This is what I want you to do 
with the rest of your life—speak to my people.” 

Marcus perceptively knew that it was the voice of God speaking to him. Of 
course, his world was again torn asunder. He was studying business administration and 
now God was calling him to speak to God’s people. He assumed he would be serving out 
his calling back in Trinidad and rationalized that he would still need his corporate job. So 
he stuck with the education track. 

He had become friends with an upperclassman from the Dominican Republic 
whose husband was an AME pastor in Scottsboro, Alabama, and who was enrolled at the 
Interdenominational Theological Center in Atlanta. He began attending church with them 
in Alabama every weekend. They became very close friends and through this friend’s 
guidance and counsel, he answered his call to preach and was ordained a deacon in the 
North Alabama Conference of the AME Church. A year later, in the summer of 1979, 
having graduated from Morris Brown College with a degree in business administration, 
he returned to his home conference in the Caribbean and was ordained an elder under the 
leadership of Bishop Frederick Hilborn Talbot, the prelate who had arranged the 
scholarship for his college studies. 

Kenneth was still focused on doing ministry in Trinidad and he was sensitive to 
the economic challenges that faced the majority of the people. He decided to enter 
graduate school at Atlanta University to pursue the Master of Business Administration 


degree. 
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The year 1980 began what was to become another providential period in 
Kenneth’s life. He got married in July of that year. A few days before his wedding, their 
Caribbean Bishop, Bishop Talbot, was assigned to supervise the work of the AME 
Church in the State of Georgia. He never would have predicted that the prelate who had 
inspired his faith, encouraged his music aspirations and arranged for him to obtain a 
college degree in Atlanta, would actually be sent to serve in Episcopal ministry in 
Georgia. It was an exciting move of God. Both he and his wife began working for Bishop 
Talbot, he as the district accountant and his wife as the director of Christian education for 
the Episcopal district. They were both excited to work for someone whom he had held in 
such high esteem over the years. It was not long, however, before the hateful 
discrimination he cited earlier dampened their excitement. 

Bishop Fred was from Guyana, South America. Yet most African Methodists in 
Georgia thought he was from Africa. Even though he was gifted in worship and soon 
endeared himself to the masses, he encountered strong resistance from many of the 
churches’ pastors and leaders. They were not prepared to accept an African or a foreigner 
from overseas to lead the AME Church in Georgia. The hatred, antagonism, resistance 
and discrimination were incredible. 

For eight years, Kenneth observed this spiritual viciousness and ecclesial warring, 
as prominent leaders of the denomination attempted to block, thwart and otherwise 
obstruct the Bishop’s ministry efforts. This would eventually have a disastrous effect on 
his concept of the denomination and its leadership. Under Bishop Talbot, Marcus was 
assigned to three pastorates. The first was a circuit of two churches, St. Luke and Nimno, 


in the Athens area, about eighty (80) miles east of Atlanta. He pastored these two 
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churches for three-and-a-half years, and learned as much from the people about pastoring 
as they probably learned from him about God. It was really a learning experience for him. 
He was thankful to God for the patience, love and kindness shown to him and his spouse 
by wonderful people who did not live in the big city of Atlanta. 

His second pastorate, the Greater Smith Chapel AME Church, was in Atlanta, in 
an inner-city community called Edgewood. This congregation had left the denomination 
some years before and, after a period of distress, misfortune and stagnation, chose to 
return to the AME family. Kenneth was their first pastor. His five years with that 
congregation were genuinely exciting, though at times, very depressing. He spent 
considerable time trying to heal hurts and wounds associated with their wilderness 
experience as an independent congregation. The people were willing to work. However, 
the church’s financial state and economic outlook provided a formidable challenge for 
doing ministry. He often found himself depressed during that season of his life. 

Marcus’ third pastorate was the Turner Chapel AME Church in Marietta, Georgia, 
a northern suburb of Atlanta. He is currently serving his twenty-second year as pastor of 
this wonderful family. The eight years Marcus spent in Bishop Talbot’s administration 
had a wide-ranging impact upon his faith and his life. Under Bishop Talbot’s guidance, 
he began to fulfill his calling to pastor God’s people. It was at Talbot’s insistence that he 
enrolled at the Candler School of Theology, so that he could be appropriately prepared 
for his ministerial responsibilities. He had learned many lessons from his mentor Bishop, 
both from watching him persevere through periods of difficulty and hardship, as well as 
from the words of wisdom he often deposited in Kenneth to strengthen and encourage 


him along his still early journey in ministry. 
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This eight-year experience affected Kenneth’s perception of the AME 
denomination. He was exceedingly disillusioned with the denomination’s leadership. 
After the Bishop’s reassignment in 1988, Kenneth chose to stay away from positions or 
areas of responsibilities that would bring him in contact with the higher echelons of 
church leadership. He became rather content with a local focus of ministry. After seeing 
the abuse poured upon Bishop Fred, primarily because he was a foreigner serving his 
denomination in America, Marcus developed an aversion to and lack of interest in any 
aspirations to the highest offices of the Church. He was convinced that if he were to make 
a difference in the denomination, it would occur from the work he would do in his local 
congregation. To some extent, this is what he has been attempting to do for the past 
twenty-two years at Turner Chapel AME Church. 

Marcus describes ministry at Turner Chapel as a most exciting journey. This is 
particularly so because at their second pastorate, his wife surprised him with the 
revelation that God had called her to the ordained ministry. Therefore, upon arriving at 
Turner, they committed themselves to being used by God to develop and grow the 
ministry at this third church. Immediately, God began to bless. The church’s membership 
began growing at a tremendous rate. What started out as a congregation of one hundred 
and fifty (150) worshippers quickly doubled. In less than three years, they were 
constrained to move to two services in their three hundred seat sanctuary, and then to 
three services. 

As God continued to bless the church with growth, they were obliged to relocate 
their worship services several times - to a high school auditorium, to a school 


gymnasium, and then to the church’s gymnasium which it built. Then finally, on Palm 
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Sunday, 2005, the congregation marched into a new three thousand seat, $20 million 
worship facility. The tremendous growth in membership from one hundred fifty to nearly 
six thousand persons and the total expansion in ministry were the undeniable results of 
the hand of Almighty God, the God whom he had first met in the Marcus household on 
the tiny island of Trinidad. Witnessing the many ways God blessed and grew their small 
family into a ministry with such tremendous potential was fascinating. 

This phenomenal growth did not occur without serious challenges. Two among 
many stand out in Marcus’ mind. The first was the opposition that came from a small 
sector of the congregation. Led by a disgruntled officer who had been voted out of office 
by the congregation, this small group sowed seeds of distrust, discouragement and 
destruction, even as the church persevered towards its planned development and ministry 
goals. It was hard to believe that leaders of a church could be so negative and destructive, 
particularly in the midst of a continuous whirlwind of blessings from the Lord. 

The second challenge was somewhat more personal. It occurred in his fourth year 
of pastoring Turner Chapel. The membership and the finances had been growing at a 
record rate. He, therefore, requested a salary increase, a request the administrative board 
rejected. Marcus was livid. He decided in his anger that he would preach for only seven 
minutes on the Pligeing Sunday morning, which he did. He was quite surprised, 
however, when in response to his angry seven-minute sermon, several persons walked 
down the aisle to give their lives to Christ and join the Turner church family. On that 
Sunday, Marcus realized that the work truly belonged to God and that God could grow 


and develop God’s church, despite his anger. 
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After that experience, he decided that he would never again put his trust in 
individuals as it pertains to compensation for pastoral ministry. He would place his trust 
and faith in God. God has not failed him since. 

During the past eight years, Marcus has had to deal with the death of his father 
and his elder sister. Both incidents were personally painful and tragic. Neither of them, 
however, could compare to the pain that consumed him when his mother was murdered 
and tragically taken from him. 

In October 2010, Kenneth E. Marcus celebrated thirty years of pastoral ministry. 
He earnestly believes that the God to whom he was introduced in his parents’ house, with 
whom he connected during his water baptism, and who became real to him through a 
spirit baptism in his first year of college, continues to lead and guide him, even unto this 
day. He still finds himself facing gigantic challenges. 

His vision for Turner Chapel Church to become a relevant, economically strong, 
community-caring and technologically cutting-edge model church is still unfolding. He is 
burdened with a strong desire to help and empower others, especially the /east of these 
within the community, and to make a difference in places that have not been as fortunate 
as the suburban Atlanta neighborhood where he has been privileged to pastor, both 
locally and internationally. He longs to be an ecclesial philanthropist, to give generously 
to those who are in need, the resources that God has showered upon the Church. 

Marcus realizes that developing a church that will make a distinct difference in 
the lives of marginalized peoples and less-than-fortunate communities will require 
extensive re-education. There must be a restating and clarifying of vision, a retraining 


and retooling of leaders, a reprioritizing and redevelopment of resources, and a 
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recommitment to trust God to fulfill the vision that God has so graciously given. He is at 
a crossroads, praying that the process of earning his Doctor of Ministry degree will 
provide the tools and strategies to help him realize this vision. He is confident that the 


God he has known from his childhood is waiting enthusiastically to help. 


CHAPTER TWO 
STATE OF THE ART IN THIS MINISTRY MODEL 


Many churches today find themselves enmeshed in a troubling religious ethos. 
God is working mightily in and around the world. The picture that emanates from 
organized religion is fraught with challenges and disappointments. The overriding 
etiological questions can be framed in two plaintive words—why and how. Why is the 
21* century church experiencing trouble on the religious landscape? How can the church 
rise to a new normal that allows the church to experience and new life? How can we help 
the church get unstuck? 

Tony Morgan, a noted author, opines that other organizations are also feeling the 
pain of being stuck in today’s worldview. Morgan says, for example, “Borders was in the 
news last month. They announced they are shutting two hundred bookstores. They are 
faced with liquidating $350 million of inventory. Though people are still reading books, 
Borders is stuck.”! Morgan goes on to say that the American citizens became owners of 
General Motors (GM) stock when the United States government had to use a $50 billion 


dollar bailout to keep the company afloat. General Motors went from a forty-five percent 


'Tony Morgan, “Is Your Church Stuck”, http://www.preachitteachit.org/articles-blogs/piti- 
blog/post/archive/ 2011 july/article/is-your-church-stuck-how-do-you-get-results/ (May 3, 201 1). 
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(45%) market share in 1980 to under twenty percent (20%) thirty years later. People are 


still buying cars, but GM is stuck.” 


From a denominational perspective, the United Methodist Church has suffered a 


decline of approximately three million members since 1970. At the local church level, the 


number of people attending at least one Church of England service each month is down 


by fifty percent (50%) since 1968. Today less than three percent (3%) of the population 


attend services. Denominations are stuck and local churches are stuck as well. Sometimes 


they do not know they are stuck. But, the symptoms are fairly obvious.’ 


The symptoms of stuck churches and denominations are typical across the board. 


The following list helps identify whether or not a church is stuck. 


The church has stopped growing. 

The congregation is aging. 

Giving has declined. 

Spiritual growth has stalled. People are just consuming ministry. 
People are not serving. 

People have stopped reaching out to their neighbors. 

The church is not developing leaders. 

Communications are confusing and lack purpose. 


The congregation is mostly female. 


One of the main reasons Morgan believes churches are stuck is because their systems and 


strategies are broken. Churches continue to use their same systems, but hope and pray for 


different results. The only way to get different results is to engage different systems. But, 


“Ibid. 
Ibid. 
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unfortunately, many churches (and denominations) would rather stay stuck and 
eventually die rather than making changes that might make people (including leaders) 
feel uncomfortable.* 

In the book of Exodus one finds that God hears the cry of God’s people in 
bondage and develops a plan for their liberation. God had a better place for them. Moses 
was Called to lead the people to that better place. It was someplace the people had never 
been before. Though Moses was trying to lead the people following God’s plan, the 
whole congregation grumbled. It was not just some of the people grumbling—everybody 
grumbled. Does this sound familiar? 

Jim Collins makes these assertions in his book, How the Mighty Fall, “Those in 
power blame other people or external factors—or otherwise explain away the data— 
rather than confront the frightening reality that the enterprise may be in serious trouble.” 
Collins continues with his discussion by stating that healthy organizations embrace 
purpose, strategy, people, structure, systems and metrics. He elaborates on each of these 
six attributes as follows: 

e Purpose ~ This is the mission of the organization. Though 
all the other elements are required for a healthy 
organization, a clear purpose is the most important. 
Without this, the most common question is, “Why do we 
exist?” 

¢ Strategy — This is the current plan to carry out the purpose 
of the organization. It may (and should) change through the 


years. Without a strategy, the most common question is 
“What should we do?” 


e People ~ One must build a solid team to accomplish the 
purpose of your organization. Outside of the purpose, this 
might be the next most important aspect of a healthy 


“Ibid. 
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organization. Without good people in the right roles, the 
most common question is “Who is with us?” 


¢ Structure — The structure of the organization should support 
the strategy that is announced. Just as the bone structure in 
the human body changes as the body grows, the structure 
must stay fluid as the organization grows. Without 
structure, the most common question is “Who is 
responsible?” 


e Systems — The systems clarify the processes for carrying 
out the strategy. Within a church, systems are the simple 
and replicable processes that help people move from where 
they are to where God wants them to be. Without them, the 
most common question is “How should we do this?” 


¢ Metrics - The numbers and heart-change stories provide 

the measure for whether or not the purpose is being 

accomplished. A lack of supporting data may mask an 

unhealthy organization even where life-change stories are 

prevalent. A lack of life-change stories may mask an 

unhealthy organization even when numbers look positive. 

Without metrics, the most common question is “Are we 

accomplishing our mission?” 
While each of these elements is critical for organizational health, not all of them are 
equal. 

According to Collins, purpose ranks in priority. A failure to locate purpose in the 
position of first priority can result in unhealthiness and imbalance in an organization. For 
example, consider the organization that puts people first. In those instances, Collins often 
sees very inward-focused congregations that are not concerned with reaching people 
outside the faith. Instead, they make decisions based on the people who are already on the 
team or in the church. Consider the organization that puts systems first. In those 


instances, where it is more about the systems, the focus is on following the rules. The 


rules overshadow the overall purpose, and sometimes the rules create barriers to 


*Jim Collins, “How the Mighty Fall: A Primer on the Warning Signs”, http:/Avww. businessweek 
-com /magazine/content/09_21/b4132026786379.htm (accessed May 3, 201 1). 
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accomplishing that purpose. This is the church that is concerned about following Robert's 
Rules of Order. 

- Then there is the church that puts the strategy before the purpose. In those 
instances, the church is so concerned about making sure the strategy stays the same that 
they are left behind as culture and people change. This is the church that tends to want to 
preserve the past. At the ministry level, all of the foregoing elements need to be present. 
They should all support the overall purpose of the church. 

Is You Church Healthy or Fit is an article written by Gary McIntosh of the Talbot 
School of Theology. McIntosh says that after interviewing twenty pastors on the topic of 
healthy churches, he suggests that there are four, perhaps five, types of churches that can 
be included in a health paradigm. First, there are Hospice churches. These churches are 
extremely ill, having declined in worship attendance for a decade or longer. Hospice 
churches are most likely to close. God can, of course, perform a miracle and restore 
hospice churches to health, but this is rare.° 

Second, there are Sick churches. People who have let a root of bitterness sprout 
up often populate these churches. The congregants may be angry and hopeless. It is these 
churches that have declined in worship attendance for five years or more. Sometimes sick 
churches are plateaued in worship attendance, but this still presents the ethos of an 
unhealthy situation. Plateauing in churches is akin to hypertension in humans. Humans 
can live with hypertension for many years. However, if it is left untreated, the 
hypertension may result in a stroke or death. Churches that have been on a long-term 


plateau may be okay for decades, but the plateau will usually result in eventual decline 


°Gary McIntosh, “Is Your Church Healthy or Fit”, http://thegoodbookblog. com/201 1/apr/08/is- 
your-church-healthy-or-fit/# (accessed May 5, 2011). 
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and death if left untreated,’ 

Third, there are Healthy churches. Health is normally defined as an “absence of 

disease." Thus, a healthy church is one that is unified, loving, and caring. Worshipers 

usually know their spiritual gifts and passions, and are found serving in some ministry 
role. The Word of God is taught with conviction. Children are raised up in the faith. 
Missionaries are supported and prayers are offered for the salvation of souls around the 
world. 

It is good to be healthy. However, McIntosh suggests that there is another level of 
health that surpasses healthy churches—a Fit church. Being healthy is living without 
disease. However, healthiness does not indicate fitness. Nor does it indicate a capacity to 
‘run’ a six minute mile. Only people who are healthy and fit are able to run a six minute 
mile. The same is true of churches. Some are healthy but not fit. Others are healthy and 
fit. 

Thus, a fourth type of church is a Fit Church. A fit church usually has a five 
percent conversion rate each year. Another way to say that is it only takes twenty people 
in a fit church to see one new person come to faith in Jesus Christ each year. A healthy 
church needs thirty-five people to see one person come to faith and a sick church needs 
around one hundred people to bring one new person to faith. Hospice churches, by 
definition, bring no one to faith in Christ. Fit churches average around ten percent growth 
each and every year; while healthy churches grow between two and five percent a year. 
Simply put, healthy churches barely retain their members. Sick churches rarely grow. 


They, however, may reach enough new people to remain on a plateau. Hospice churches 
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experience major decline. Fit churches replace themselves by multiplying daughter 
churches. Healthy churches may start one new daughter church, but never start 
another. Sick and hospice churches only contribute to new churches through foreign 
missions giving or by giving the proceeds from the sale of their property to help plant 
new churches after they die.* 

One more type of church can be found in the church health paradigm: the World- 
Class church. World-class churches are a step above even the Fit Church. Instead of 
averaging an annual growth rate of ten percent a year, world-class churches average 
twenty percent or greater. Multiple daughter churches are birthed from world-class 
churches. Each year brings a new convert rate of ten percent or greater in world-class 
churches.” 

Marcus Honeysett in, A Hole in Your Fuel Tank, makes the analogy of the church 
to the experience of being on a train. He says that while riding a train, it came to an 
abrupt and terminal stop. The passengers waited for half an hour before the 
announcement, “Ladies and gentlemen please disembark as there is a large hole in the 
fuel tank’. Honeysett says that this became obvious from the overpowering smell of 
diesel fuel that hit them as soon as they were outside. Honeysett commented that he liked 
being on the train. It was comfortable and refreshments were served. But at that moment, 
the train was not going anywhere and from inside it was impossible to see why. He says, 
sometimes churches stall and it is not always easy to tell from the inside what is wrong. It 


is not always necessary to ascertain what is wrong in order to know that something is 
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wrong. 

When a stall occurs, one common option is to look at superficial things like style 
of services or meeting times. It is rare to find a church daring enough to ask if there might 
be a more foundational hole in the fuel tank. 


Honeysett lays out ten common spiritual reasons why churches stall. These 


reasons are identified as follows: 


1) The church develops spiritual amnesia, forgetting its formative 
identity. The writer in 1 Peter asserts that the community of 
believers is a royal priesthood (who we are) that has been called 
out to declare God’s greatnesses to the world. The purpose of the 
church is to go into all the world, making disciples for Jesus, 
baptizing them and teaching them to obey everything that Jesus 
commanded. When the church fails to remember that it is a 
gathered fellowship of disciples whose purpose consists of 
declaring God’s greatness and making disciples, mission quickly 
becomes just one among many activities rather than the defining 
vision of the church. 


2) The majority of believers are no longer thrilled with the Lord and 
what he is doing in their lives. When questions like, “What is God 
doing with you at the moment?” cease to be common currency, it 
is a sure sign of creeping spiritual mediocrity. When a large 
percentage of believers are spiritually stalled, the church stalls too. 
This commonly happens when people attach themselves to a 
fellowship because they like the activities and the warm company, 
but never commit themselves to the gospel vision, either because it 
is not explained to them or they have no commitment to it. Woe 
betide the church that lets people join and take significant 
responsibility for decisions without being sure that they are 
wholeheartedly committed to the church’s vision! 


3) The people are satisfied with the status quo. They have settled into 
a condition of comfort. When people are happy with activities, 
events, service, good teaching and preaching but are resistant to 
challenges to radical living and sacrifice for the gospel, this 
represents a doomed atmosphere. The writer opines that the single 
biggest cause of stalled churches in the United Kingdom is the 
belief that material comfort can be normative for Christians. 
Material comfort moves in opposition to the radical commitment 
and call to Christ. 


4) Filler-Christians outnumber the core of group of believers who 
demonstrate commitment to the cause of Christ. A filler-Christian 
tallies up the number of hours needed to fulfill her or his pleasures 
and other activities during the week. Only after these other 
activities have been accomplished, will the filler-Christian allocate 
time to engage in the church. For filler-Christian, church is viewed 
as one among many leisure activities, usually low on the priority 
list. Filler-Christians are unlikely to see the Christian community 
as God’s great hope for the world. Concomitantly, they are 
unlikely to put commitment to the church above self-interest. 


5) When a large percentage of the church becomes accustomed to 
being passive receivers of ministry from other people rather than 
being active self-feeders on the Word of God. Believers can too 
easily persuade themselves that they have performed their spiritual 
service for the week because they listened to the sermon. However, 
this becomes problematic when believers fail to grasp the truth that 
they are called to act upon what they have heard. Where people 
take no personal responsibility for their own spiritual growth the 
likelihood of a stalled church becomes possible. 


6) Oftentimes preaching and the study of the Word become ends in 
themselves rather than a mean to an end. The aim of scripture falls 
under the rubric of knowledge that translates scripture into 
discipleship and worship. Knowledge is not the sole or whole aim 
of scripture. Believers are called to follow, obey, submit and 
worship. In doing so, this insures that Bible studies and preaching 
will never exist entirely for their own sake, but to see faith, 
worship and discipleship demonstrated among the believers. 


7) A church shies away from asking radical questions. Perhaps a 
pastor knows that things are foundationally wrong. Yet he or she 
resists raising the issue out of fear of being opposed or even fired. 
Certain ministry activities may have faded into obsolescence. Yet 
no one dares to evaluate and assess the need for their continued 
usage in the church. These activities may have become too dear to 
those who participate in them to ever deliberately stop them. 
Churches accrete new activities much more easily than they stop 
redundant ones. The danger is that people start to equate serving 
the church with living out the gospel. Few churches regularly 
evaluate every aspect of church life against their core vision. 


8) Christian activities are confused with discipleship. The myriad of 
opportunities within and without the local church to spend time 
doing churchy things makes it very easy to believe that doing those 
activities automatically equates with growth as disciples. This 
reason for stalling churches is subtle and hard to spot. It may 
outwardly seem that people are doing good things: attending 


34 


9) 


Christian conferences, celebrating Christian holidays, serving on 
church committees, even ministering or leading in church. All of 
these can be valuable. The danger arises when the church assumes 
that these things are the same thing as living out the gospel. 


The church can be stalled when it fails to perceive how to release 
and encourage everyone in the church to use their spiritual gifts for 
the edification of the church. This stall can take several different 
forms: the church (or the leader) that expects the leader to do 
everything and everyone else to do nothing; the church that thinks 
that participation is not a matter of identifying and utilizing gifts 
but of exercising a vote at a church meeting; the church that does 
not want to be challenged out of a cultural comfort zone; and the 
church that insists that its leaders act as their chaplains for meeting 
their internal spiritual needs. The two types of DNA that exist in 
churches can be anecdotally expressed in this manner: ‘we exist to 
have our personal spiritual needs met’ and ‘we exist to impact our 
locality and the world with the gospel of the grace of God in 
Christ’. The first DNA expression represents the mentality of a 
stalled church. 


10) The church moves into and remains in maintenance mode over an 


extended period of time. The point at which this can happen for 
larger churches occurs when the initial vision is met without 
recasting a vision for the future. If the founding vision was to see 
two hundred people saved and a full building of converts, it is very 
easy when this is achieved to move into keeping everyone happy 
and simply building up those who have come in. But that is to 
betray the founding vision. When it is reached it is time to ask 
what the next step of faith should be. However, this is always 
uncomfortable, especially if you have a full building with lots of 
activities that people enjoy and find unthreatening. The mantra of 
the maintenance mindset is, ‘If it ain’t (sic) broke don’t fix it’. But 
just like buying shoes for growing children, if structures fail to take 
into account future growth, then fellowships end up stunted and 
deformed. Plans should be in place for structures, buildings, teams 
and leaders to grow at the point where the building is full. Any 
other decision is by definition a decision to stall sooner or later.!° 
At some point all churches make decisions that tend towards 
stalling. No church was stalled at the point that it was founded. At 
the beginning all churches were adventures in faith and daring risk 
for God. No one actively voted for comfort over risk. But at some 
point the mindset of the church shifted from uncomfortable faith 
and daring passion for the Lord to comfortable mediocrity. A shift 
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from the external to the internal places the church in jeopardy of 
not missing its purpose in missions. 


Discernment is a critical discipline that needs to be present in the ranks of 
leadership. Discernment can be defined as the ability to bring clarity, vision and sense to 
situations. The final straw that will lead any church into a stall is when leaders are unable 
to appropriately discern. Their inability to exercise discernment can be attributed to many 
possibilities. Some of these include: the leaders do not possess the skill set that leads to 
discernment; they have never had the opportunity to practice discernment; they face 
implacable opposition or they are experiencing woundededness and isolation. 

Solo leaders, those who lead alone, oftentimes fall victim to intractability in the 
congregation. Some congregations know that they only have to dig their heels in long 
enough to wear down the ability, capacity and energy of the solo leader. When this 
happens the solo leader can easily become discouraged and give up all attempts to un- 
stick the congregation. 

Stalled congregations often develop a mood of comfortability. They resist any 
attempt to move them out of the rut. The leader ends up drained, permanently 
discouraged and pulled this way and that by every demand of the congregation. 

It is critical for a stalled (or stalling) congregation to ask, “How did we get here? 


Where is the hole in the fuel tank?’ But even more crucial is the question, ‘Will we look 


for and follow leaders who can discern, identify, and fix the problem?’ The answer to this 
question will finally determine whether the stall is fixable or fatal."! 


Ray Houser says in Hope for the Church, that many congregations are plagued by 
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stagnant attendance figures, or find their attendance dwindling causing the church to be in 
crisis. Houser says, some churches realize the danger and are afraid of the future. Others 
are as oblivious as the band that played on the deck as the Titanic sank. However, there is 
hope for plateaued and declining churches if they realize the danger and do what needs to 
be done to once again become places where people find the love, hope and salvation that 


Jesus offers. ! 


Houser points out four assumptions which congregations make when choosing the 
methods it uses for building God’s Kingdom. 


e It worked for Grandpa. When a congregation, particularly one that 
has had past greatness, realizes that it must do something to regain 
its old vitality, it often decides to start doing the things that worked 
years ago. Tactics that were effective in days gone by seldom bring 
the same results today. So much of life has changed. Means of 
communication have changed. People have a higher degree of 
expectation for quality in preaching, teaching and music. Also, 
most Americans these days know much less about the Bible and 
the claims of Christ than did the unchurched of a few decades ago. 
As much as it hurts some folks to realize it, Grandpa’s methods 
will likely fall flat these days. 


¢ It worked in another place. The location of a congregation is 
unique. The fact that a method works well in one area does not 
guarantee its success elsewhere. A lot depends on the 
demographics of the community in which the church finds itself. 
Still more depends on the make-up of your church. The first thing 
a church must do is figure out who it is and who it has the best 
chance of reaching. Many churches balk at the idea of targeting a 
group because they like to say they want to reach everyone. But 
the truth is there is a segment of your community that you have the 
best chance of reaching. It would be correct to assume that these 
are the people God assigned for that church to reach. A church 
should never be exclusive. Repeatedly in the Biblical text, there is 
an insistence on inclusion. However, reality shows that there are 
some people that some churches can reach with greater ease, likely 


"Ray Houser, “Hope for the Church”, http://rayhouser. blogspot.com/201 1/07/hope-for-church- 
part-4-church-must-be.html (accessed June 3, 2011). 
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because that is who God has in mind for them to reach first. As a 
practical matter if a church has no target, it will get what it aims at, 
nothing. 


An idea that has worked at another church might work if that 
church works hard to tailor it to fit their situation. Very few 
methods or programs are one-size-fits-all. Assuming a church can 
plug a program that worked in another location into its context is a 
mistake that many churches have made over the last forty years. A 
better way might be to allow a borrowed concept to inspire an idea 
that can be developed. Two caveats resonate: 1) borrow ideas and 
2) do not transplant programs. 


It worked for so-and-so. Methods that have worked for big name 
churches or leaders are a blessing to the Kingdom of God. Do not 
expect those methods to work the same in every ecclesial setting. 
Pastors must realize and recognize their own unique personalities, 
resources and context. Exporting and overlaying another pastor’s 
methods will not guarantee success. Robert Schuller and his 
Crystal Cathedral inspired Bill Hybels as he developed Willow 
Creek Church near Chicago. Rick Warren borrowed this same 
concept and developed it for use in Saddleback Community. 
Neither of those churches resembles the Crystal Cathedral, nor are 
they anything like each other. Hybels and Warren skillfully 
adapted Schuller’s principles to each of their unique situations. 
Learn principles and apply them ... do not copy. 


We never did it that way before. Congregations sometimes resist 
trying new methods simply because they are new. They fear doing 
something they have not tried before. Some will even keep doing 
things that have not worked in a long time because that is all they 
know to do. To discover the methods a particular church should 
use in a particular time and place takes study of both the 
community and the congregation. The wisdom to choose the things 
that have the best chance of working, and, most of all, the courage 
to take a risk and try different things matter in kingdom building 
that is efficacious matter. Many churches are paralyzed because 
they fear that if they try something new it will fail. The truth is 
some things will fail. The church and its leaders must have the 
freedom to fail and learn from the failures. Failing presents 
educable moments for leaders and churches alike. Churches can 
learn what not to do, and/or what needs to be changed to reverse a 
failure. 


Dbid, 
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In another article entitled, Why Are Churches Dying, Ray Houser offers a 
disturbing examination on the word change. To Houser, change is the scariest word in 
the English language is change. The mere thought about changes occurring in a context 
can transform the atmosphere from one of security to insecurity. Instead of embracing 
change, all too often churches want to hang onto the familiar or the known. 

Change causes fear and contention in the church. Parishioners place an 
inordinate amount of reliance on the fact that their church can be trusted because things 
will remain the same. For them, the church is the one institution that should remain 
stalwart in the midst of all the craziness of a swiftly moving life and a constantly 
changing culture. Yet, it is in this type of culture that the church is mandated to embrace 
and implement the necessary changes that will allow them to reach the present 
generation for the kingdom of God. The generation of ministers and young members 
whose physiological locus is the 21* century and beyond, are calling for difference and 
diversity.'* This difference and diversity translate into change—different ministries, 
diverse priorities, different buildings and diverse organizational structures. 

The need for change emanates from more than the restlessness of a new 
generation. Churches are dying. In too many cases, church members will hang on to the 
familiar and watch their church die rather than make, or even allow, the changes that are 
necessary for it to bring new people to Christ. The church must always stay in tune with 
the times. 

In Exodus chapter 3 God told Moses that his name and title is Yahweh which 


translates from Hebrew to mean J am. God enunciates a clear and emphatic 


'4Ray Houser, “Why Are Churches Dying?” http://rayhouser.blogspot.com/2010/10/why-are- 
churches-dying.html (accessed May 15, 2011). 
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understanding about the things of God with the name/title of Yahweh. God maintains an 
insistence in being involved in the present reality of humankind. 

The church fails in its service to God when the church seeks to preserve the past 
at the expense of obliterating the present. The great saints and their accomplishments 
should be celebrated. However, the celebration should not focus on duplication. Rather 
it should focus on how to duplicate the work of the saints to build the kingdom for the 
present moment that will usher in the kingdom on earth. The methods that the church 
will use to extend the work of the saints of old may not resemble their efforts. The goal, 
however, remains the same—to make Christ known.» 

The resistance to change has become so great that many young pastors are 
choosing to go through the hardships of planting a new church. Church planting is a 
brave and honorable calling. New churches are desperately needed. Some young 
pastors feel forced into church planting by the circumstances in the established 
churches. They find that the difficulties of starting from nothing are preferable, when 
compared with the fight they face trying to turn around a plateaued or declining church. 
Consequently, the large investments of emotions, spirituality, physical energy and 


money that past generations gave are being lost as those churches die and close. 


Houser completely understands the position of these young pastors. If they start 
a church they only have to fight one enemy: Satan. If they take a set-in-its-ways older 
church, they will have to fight not only Satan, but also the church people that are 
supposed to be fighting Satan alongside the pastor. Many of the best are saying no 


thanks to that proposition, and God seems to agree with them. 
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Unless churches that are declining or stuck on a plateau in regard to attendance 
make major changes, hundreds, if not thousands, of them will close in the next two 
decades. Small tweaks to program, style and structure will not bring about lasting 
improvement. Declining and plateaued churches need to retreat from their positions of 
complacency and selfishness. Then, they need to ask the Holy Spirit for a new burden 
for souls and a new vision that will enable them to bring this generation to Christ.'® 

A number of scholars have arrived at this same conclusion about the state of 
mainline traditional churches. Alan Nelson and Gene Appel, in their book, How to 
Change Your Church (Without Killing It), posit these statements, “We do not believe 
there is a need to compromise on the basic tenets of the Bible or Christianity in order to 
bear fruit. At the same time, we know that many traditional congregations are designed 
to be productive in social settings reflective of the fifties through seventies - not the 
twenty-first century-in America.” 

George G. Hunter III offers a similar position in his book Radical Outreach, 
concerning the mainline traditional church, which he calls Old Eastside Church. “Old 
East Side Church still does church much like it did in the 1950’s. Consequently, the 
church has changed so little in the last half century, a period during which the people 
and the culture of the ministry area have changed so much, that Old East Side can no 
longer draft a good evangelism program for the church and expect anything to happen 


for more than a season.!® 


'Tbid. 


'7Alan Nelson and Gene Appel, How to Change Your Church (Without Killing It) (Nashville, TN: 
World Publishing, 2000), 16. 


'®George Hunter Ill, Radical Outreach (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2003), 70. 
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Rick Warren, in his seminal treatise, The Purpose Driven Church, declares 
another injunctive on the state of the 21 century church. “Some churches, fearing 
worldly infection, retreat into isolation from today’s culture. While most do not retreat 
as far back as the Amish have, many churches seem to think that the 1950’s was the 
golden age, and they are determined to preserve that era in their church. What I admire 
about the Amish is at least they are honest about it. They freely admit that they have 
chosen to preserve the lifestyle of the 1800s. In contrast, churches that try to perpetuate 
the culture of the 1950’s usually deny their intent or they try to prove with proof-texts 
that they are doing it the way it was done in New Testament times.”! This last 
statement by Warren emphasizes what is meant by the term that churches are not even 
aware that there is a problem. Many mainline churches have reached the incorrect 
conclusion that the old way is the only right way. Hence the problem is not with the 
church, but with the world. Their belief then is that churches do not need to change, but 
the world does. 

George G. Hunter III, again commenting on his fictional Old East Side Church 
states that the mainline traditional church is culturally irreverent.”° He further states that 
these churches only have appeal to young adults as far as providing the rites of 
passages—baptisms, weddings and funerals. He calls it being, “hatched, matched, and 
dispatched!””! 

Even larger churches are in trouble. Why? Because the older members will 


eventually die and if new converts have not been allowed to enter, the church will 


Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1995), 81. 
"Ibid., 73. 
"Ibid. 
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eventually suffer demise. It is not enough for a church to simply maintain. If a church 
is not growing and reproducing, it will eventually die. 

In his book, Breakout Churches, Thom Rainer offers a sharper critique of 
churches that resist change. “There is no such thing as a plateaued church. A church is 
either growing or declining. In my research of thousands of churches, I have never seen 
a church maintain identical statistics for more than two consecutive years. The phrase 
plateaued church is commonly used to describe churches that are marginally declining 
or marginally growing.” Although Rainer’s critique borders on a radical perspective, it 
sheds light on the challenges that exist for churches that resist change. 

What steps need to be taken to prepare the church to embrace and accept 
change? Nelson and Appel reason that the mindset of the people needs to be changed. 
This is best accomplished through education. “People have to know the reasons behind 
the changes. Continually educate and make an effort to love the people. Purposefully 
drop in and ask for prayer. Talk about the new families and fruit of the changes being 


made 9923 


The mindset of the congregation must be changed, as much as possible, before 
many of the changes are instituted. There will be conflict whenever change is instituted. 
That is to be expected. However when sincere older Christians are lovingly taught that 
their beloved traditions are not on the par with the Word of God, and that those 
traditions may be keeping others away, there is the potential for them to be a bit more 


accepting of the changes when the changes do come. 


2Thom Rainer, Breakout Churches (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), 81. 


Nelson and Appel, Change Your Church, 53. 
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The vision for the changes and the supporting rationale for the change must be 
articulated by the pastor. Procedurally, the pastor will then inculcate the leaders on the 
need for change. In this way, the pastor empowers the leaders who will in turn become 
invested in the idea of change. If the leaders do not have the right mindset or if they 
approach the challenge of change in an unproductive way, the process of changed is 
doomed before it gets started. 

It is not wrong for the pastor to want a bigger and a better church. It is not 
wrong to desire to progress and improve the setting of the church as long as it is truly 
for the kingdom’s sake and not for selfish ambition. James Berkley, in the book 
Leadership Handbook of Management and Administration, expresses an apt distinction 
about ambition. “Ambition is out of bounds when we become brighter lights than God. 
Holy ambition, on the other hand, is Joshua conquering the land, Nehemiah restoring 


his people, and Paul going on to Derbe after being stoned in Lystra.””* 


The pastor must proceed with humility. She or he must not allow their desire to 
achieve goals to cause them to ignore the people that those goals will involve. When the 
leader has had time to build up love equity, having displayed a loving and humble 
attitude, then getting the people to see the necessity of the changes will be easier. 
Nelson and Appel state, “When leaders are trusted, loved, and embraced for their vision 
and communication skills, change can happen a lot faster than when leaders are 


a 2 
perceived as uncaring, incompetent, and untrustworthy.””° 


*4James D. Berkley, “Ambition and Contentment”, in Leadership Handbook of Management and 
Administration, ed. James D. Berkley (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing, 2002), 23. 
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One important and essential way that the pastors can show humility and love, 
especially in dealing with an older traditional congregation, is to continually speak well 
of previous leaders and ministries of the past. Since many of those members who 
participated in those past activities are still present in the congregation, their past 
ministries and efforts are still dear to them, even though the present pastor may want to 
move in a different direction. Gary McIntosh states in One Church, “In making changes 
in a traditional church, care should be taken to affirm the validity of previous ministries, 
present changes as an extension of the past, and move in a loving, accepting, and patient 


manner.”° 


With the pastor realizing the need to proceed carefully, she or he should also 
realize that all criticism is not bad. For sure many will oppose the changes simply 
because they prefer things the way that they are. That is to be expected. People disagree 
with changes for different reasons and the pastor must remember that she or he must 
minister even to those who oppose them. Thom Rainer, in Breakout Churches, states 
concerning pastors who are attempting to change their traditional church, “They desired 
to communicate their love for the members of the congregation. They did not feel that 
people should be discarded if they disagreed with the vision.” 

There are volumes of other articles, journals and books that agree with the 
scholars and theologians presented in this document. Maintaining momentum and 
restoring vitality in the life of the church in the 21" century are difficult tasks. Countless 


numbers of congregations are facing similar circumstances regardless of size and 


**McIntosh, One Church, 46. 
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physical location. The results are alarming and clear. The church is losing ground and is 
in a fight for her life from various and sundry activities and locations that vie for the 
once sacred time of week—11:00 A.M. Sunday morning. In order to find her footing, it 
is necessary for the church to find alternative ways of reaching the hearts, minds and 
souls of churchgoers and would be churchgoers. The church has to find ways of having 
its members fall in love again with its first love and that is the love of Jesus Christ. 

God gave the church the mission to make disciples. God will not leave the 
church without a way to accomplish that assignment. To reach this generation, 
congregations must become creative and be willing to take risks. This could well be the 
dawning of the finest hour for the church in America, if she takes the challenge and 
refuses to retreat. 

First, open your heart to those who need to know Jesus. Then open your head to 
the ideas God wants to give you for reaching them. Finally, do the life-giving work that 
embraces change. There is hope for congregations who find themselves in declining and 


near death situations. 


CHAPTER THREE 
THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 


Biblical Foundation 


The literature of the Bible paints an unmistakably clear picture of the divine role 
of God in the task of spiritual renewal. God is the God of new beginnings and the God 
who is always doing a new thing. From the first book of the Bible where we encounter 
God creating an entirely new world, to the last of its writings, one finds continued 
evidence of God facilitating the fundamental role of renewal in the lives of God’s 
creation. In the Old Testament, the renewal role is often announced by God, usually 
through the prophets. In the New Testament, spiritual renewal is articulated and 
demonstrated by Christ and through the influence and power of the third person of the 
trinity, the Holy Spirit. 

The prophets Ezekiel and Isaiah are the preeminent Old Testament voices that 
reveal God in this role of renewal. In the book of Ezekiel, the renewal act appears to be 
focused on the divine gift of a new heart and a new spirit. In Ezekiel 11:19, the prophet 
announces, “I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them. I will 
remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh”. Again in Ezekiel 
36:26-27, the prophet repeats the divine promise: 


I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you. I will 
remove from you your heart of stone and give and give you a heart 
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of flesh; and I will put my spirit in you and move you to follow my 

decrees and be careful to keep my laws. 
In Ezekiel 18:30-31, the renewal theme shows up in the form of a command from God to 
the house of Israel: 

Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according 

to his ways, declares the Sovereign Lord. Repent. Turn away from 

all your offenses; then shall evil not be your downfall. Rid 


yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new 
heart and a new spirit... 


It is quite clear from the writings of this prophet that God is a God of spiritual 
renewal who desires to see God’s people renewed. Moreover, God is willing to 
graciously initiate such renewal. 

According to the prophetic writings of Isaiah, divine renewal is a gift from God to 
the people of God. In Isaiah, God’s act of renewal moves beyond the salvation of God’s 
people to a renewal of cosmic proportions. Isaiah articulates this cosmic move through 
two clear strands of teaching that emerges primarily in the latter half of his book. First, 
the prophet announces that God is about to do something that is new. In Isaiah 42:9 the 
prophet states, “See, the former things have taken place, and new things I declare; before 
they spring into being I announce them to you.” Then in Isaiah 43: 18-19, the prophet 
again announces: 

Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing 


a new thing...! From now on I will tell you of new things, of 
hidden things unknown to you. 


Salvation of God’s people is described as a new exodus. What God is about to do will 
completely surpass old norms. 
In Isaiah chapters 65 and 66, the prophet presents a second strand of teaching with 


respect to God’s role of renewal. God’s acts of renewal and newness are now enlarged. 
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The new thing of God is not confined to his activity on behalf of his people. God’s new 
thing now transcends to the heavens and the earth. In Isaiah 65:17 , the prophet reveals: 
Behold I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former 
things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind. I will 
rejoice over Jerusalem and take delight in my people. The sound of 
weeping and of crying will be heard in it no more. Never again will 


there be in it an infant who lives but a few days, or an old man who 
does not live out his years. 


God’s cosmic renewal also promises a total reorganization of life where all of the hazards 
of life will be removed. The God who once seemed afar off will now be near. The text in 
Isaiah 65:23-24 further reiterates on God’s initiative of newness: 

They will not toil in vain or bear children doomed to misfortune; 

for they will be a people blessed by the Lord, they and their 


decedents with them. Before they call I will answer; while they are 
still speaking I will hear. 


The revelation of God in the Old Testament who graciously initiates renewal in 
the life of God’s creation is both fascinating and refreshing. It is the writer’s intention to 
revisit Isaiah 43:16-21, and to examine that passage in greater detail as he seeks to 
present an appropriate Biblical foundation for the theme of this paper. 

The presentation of a God who is actively involved in the renewal of his creation 
is also very much a theme of the New Testament. It is quite clear that the early church 
firmly believed in an ultimate renovation or re-creation of the heavens and the earth at the 
close of history. 

Peter writes about this cosmic renewal in 2 Peter 3:13: “But in keeping with his 
promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of 


righteousness.” Further credence for cosmic renewal is found in Revelation 21: 1-5: 


Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and 
the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I 
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saw the Holy City, the New Jerusalem, coming down out of 
heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her 
husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Now 
the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They 
will be his people and God himself will be with them and be their 
god. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes. There will be 
no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of 
things has passed away.’ He who was seated on the throne said, ‘I 
am making everything new!’ Then he said, ‘Write this down, for 
these words are trustworthy and true. 


More importantly however, it seems quite evident that the early church believed in a 
spiritual renewal that, though eschatological in promise, had actually begun in the present 
age. It was a renewal of the entire universe; yet one which began in the hearts and lives of 
those who responded to the gospel. 

Paul, the apostle and writer, confirms this belief when he rewrites in Galatians 
chapter 6 verse15, “Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what 
counts is a new creation.” Then again in 2 Corinthians 5:17 Paul restates the belief: 
“Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has gone and the new has 
come.” New creation appears to describe this condition of spiritual renewal in the 
individual believer, for whom everything is new. A clean break is provided, with the past 
forgiven and transcended. 

Renewal in the New Testament is never a displacement of the old. It is rather 
something that perfects and completes the old. The book of Hebrews perhaps best 
expresses this theme. It declares Christ to be the mediator of a new covenant! whose 


atonement confers a new and living way of access to God.” 


Heb 9:15. 


*Heb 10:20. 


51 


Ultimately, it is the person of Jesus Christ who best exemplifies and articulates 
spiritual renewal and the incarnation of God’s new thing. In his role as a teacher, both his 
lessons and his style of teaching were radically different and very new to his listeners. 
Matthew describes this new teaching in his recording of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5:21- 
22: 

You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, “Do not 

murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.” 


But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be 
subject to judgment. 


Even though Christ assures his listeners that he has not come to abolish the law. It 
is quite clear that his teachings represented a radical and new way of interpreting the law. 
Even his style of teaching was novel and different causing Matthew to comment in 
Matthew 7:28-29: 

When Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were 


amazed at his teaching, because he taught as one who had authority 
and not as their teacher of the law. 


The acts of ministry that Jesus performed and his teachings resonated with newness. 
These messianic acts evidenced a new approach and a new thing for his day. Jesus healed 
on the Sabbath day, conversed with a woman at a well, pronounced forgiveness of sins to 
a sick man and broke bread with tax collectors and sinners. Each of these acts served to 
advance newness that was built on the ideals of the kingdom. 

In the fourteenth chapter of Matthew verse 17, Jesus responds to a question that 
had been posed to him about fasting. Jesus’ answer to this question about fasting provides 
a clear perspective on renewal and a Biblical rationale for doing new things in ministry: 

No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the 

patch will pull away from the garment making the tear worse. 


Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the 
skins will burst, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be 
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ruined. No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are 
preserved. 


This response by Jesus to questions about his new way of doing things and Isaiah’s 
announcement in Isaiah 43:16-21 that God is doing a new thing provide an appropriate 
Biblical foundation for the development of a model of church renewal that can stimulate 
new meaning, cultivate new commitments and produce new growth in a local church 
family. It is the writer’s intention to examine these two periscopes in greater detail 
beginning with the Old Testament passage. 

In Isaiah 43:16-21, the prophet clearly presents Yahweh as the God who initiates 
renewal among God’s creation. The passage begins with the familiar prophetic formula, 
“This is what the Lord says.” The prophetic formula is followed by an outline of God’s 
past activities of deliverance in the lives of God’s people. 

He who made a way through the sea, a path through the mighty 

waters, who drew out the chariots and horses, the army and 


reinforcements together, and they lay there, never to rise again, 
extinguished, sniffed out like a wick. 


Most scholars are in agreement that the prophet is making reference to the exodus of 
Israel from Egypt and the specific miraculous act of God of making a way through the 
Red Sea to allow the Israelites to cross unharmed to the other side. 

The prophetic word contained in verse 18 has invited much discussion among 
scholars over the years. “Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am 
doing a new thing.” This verse coupled with saying in Verse 19 (a) has been described 
by one theologian as a clashing dissonance. Isaiah has just clearly reminded Israel about 
God and God’s miraculous activities during the exodus. In the next breath, the prophet 
commands Israel to forget the former things. This is very uncharacteristic of Isaiah. This 


prophet has a history of telling Israel to remember the former things, to remember God’s 
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activity on behalf of Israel in the past. What then are the former things that God wants 
Israel to forget? 

Ivan Friesen views the former things to mean the entire history of Israel, 
beginning with Abraham’s call, continuing with the exodus event and ending with the 
subjugation of Jerusalem. Friesen takes the position that the former things could be a 
reference to Israel’s traditions. It is his understanding that it is possible to acknowledge 
the tradition about the exodus without believing at the same time that God can save and 
deliver today. 

Most scholars take the view that the former things represent Israel past, especially 
what God had done for Israel at the exodus from Egypt. The clear message for most 
scholars is that God does not want Israel to dwell on this past exodus deliverance. Israel 
should stop mournfully looking back and clinging to the past. Even though they are in 
exile in Babylon, they should open their minds to a new and miraculous act of God 
potentially lying just ahead of them. 

John Calvin propounds the same message in slightly different words. Calvin 
explains that Yahweh does not want Israel to forget what he has done in the past. Israel is 
called to forget the former things. However their forgetfulfulness should be used as a 
reminder about God’s ability to new things in their present situation. They are to forget in 
the sense that, what God has done in the past God can do again in the future in an even 
more glorious and magnificent way.* 

The Interpretation Commentary adds yet another slant to the understanding of this 


command. Israel, it states, should not remember the former things at the point where a 


3Ivan D. Friesen, Isaiah (Scottdale: Herald Press, 2009), 262. 
‘John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1948), 340. 
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nostalgic relationship to tradition threatens to tie the people to their past and to “stultify 
alertness to present realities, responsiveness to new opportunities and the potential for 
growth into yet unrealized possibilities.” 

Nostalgia with the great God events of the past should not nullify the expectation 
of new things from God. A memory of God’s wonderful and amazing acts of deliverance 
cannot be allowed to act as a conceptual blindfold, dulling alertness to present realities 
and possibilities which prevent people from seeing what God can do on their behalf 
today. 

Just as the scholars differ in their interpretation of former things, so too are their 
views on a new thing. For some, the new thing was fundamentally, the making of a way 
to return from exile in Babylon back to their homeland of Palestine. The new thing was a 
second exodus, a way this time through the wilderness. Ross explains it in this way, “The 
new thing which God is about to do is the new thing that Israel had ceased to expect, 
hope for or believe in: a saving act of deliverance from Babylon bondage.” ° She 
reasoned that God’s acts of deliverance were only in the past. 

For Calvin, the new thing was more than the making of a way. The new thing was 
a new work. This would be a work never before experienced, which would cast a long 
shadow on all previous acts of deliverance. Specifically for Calvin, the new thing was the 
new redemption. It might begin with the departure from Babylon but it would end 


ultimately with the coming of Christ.’ 


*Interpretation,73. 
Barry L. Ross, Our Incomparable God (Pune: Fountain Press, 2003), 65. 
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John A. Braun follows Calvin’s line of thought. Braun describes the new thing as 
anew deliverance which is a key event in God’s plan of salvation. This new thing paves 
the way for the fulfillment of all God’s promises of a spiritual deliverance. God will 
deliver God’s people from exile in Babylon. They will return to Palestine and would 
rebuild the city of Jerusalem and the temple of God. Other cities like Galilee, Capernaum 
and Bethlehem will be developed. Out of Bethlehem will be born a redeemer who will be 
called Jesus and who would fulfill God’s plan of salvation and spiritual deliverance for 
God’s people. Israel should not dwell on their past deliverance in Egypt for it pales in 
comparison to this new act of spiritual deliverance about to be initiated by God. 

Walter Brueggerman focuses on the faith of Israel in his commentary on the 
meaning of the new thing. Brueggerman believes that Israel had found herself in a place 
where their faith had ceased to expect anything new from God. Israel needed to be shaken 
out of that faith. When Israel is asked to forget the former things and to not dwell on the 
past, she is being urged to get her mind off old things, to focus totally on the new because 
it pertains to present reality and not to an ancient memory. More importantly, the new is 
going to be more dazzling than the old memory. According to Brueggerman, Biblical 
faith is always geared towards the future. Biblical faith always points to the advent of 
God’s miracles that push past old treasured miracles and old suffered judgments.” 

Finally, in verses 19b-21, Isaiah begins to present glimpses of God’s cosmic 
renewal. The new thing is not a thin, isolated historical event. It is rather a massive 
miracle that impacts all of life. It is a cosmic transformation whereby an arid landscape is 


transformed into a fountain of water that will make new life possible. Many creatures will 


8 John A. Braun, /saiah 40-66 (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 2001), 87. 
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benefit, including jackals and ostriches. However, the focal point of the renewal and 
transformation is God’s chosen people.'® 

Thus, Isaiah presents a God who invites his creation to not dwell on the past, but 
rather to focus on the new thing which God is graciously initiating. The implications of 
this command to a contemporary church is challenging and yet instructive. If God is the 
God of new beginnings and the God who is doing a new thing among his creation, then 
certainly, the church of God must be challenged like Israel of yesteryear to not dwell on 
the past, on yesterday’s wonderful victories and on yesterday’s awesome divine 
deliverances. Rather than being caught up in the nostalgia of God’s wonderful acts in the 
past, the contemporary church is commanded to focus her faith on the future while 
acknowledging what God has done in the past. Then the contemporary church is urged to 
believe and to welcome with an open mind, the new things, the new work, the new 
miracles that God desires to perform on her behalf in the future that lies ahead. God’s 
creation should be ever ready to welcome thenew acts of a God who does new things in 
the midst of and on behalf of his creation. 

The New Testament pericope, Matthew 9:16-17, also reveals the divine actively 
involved in the act of renewal. Here however, it is God the Son who is active. Jesus the 
Christ embodies newness and renewal. His teachings and practices both reflect a new 
thing. 

The verses that precede the pericope under examination provide three examples of 


Jesus acting in roles that are new, different and perplexing to the leaders of his church. 


bid, 59. 
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He forgives the sin of a sick man."' He eats with tax collectors and sinners.” He does not 
permit his disciples to fast like the disciples of John and the Pharisees. '° 

The response of Jesus as presented in Matthew 9:16-17 is an answer seemingly to 
the question about fasting which was asked in verse 14. Then John’s disciples came and 
asked him, “How is it that we and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?” 
Jesus’ response, as outlined in verse 15, is revealing of the newness that was so very 
much a part of his ministry. Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom 
mourn while he is with them? The time will come when the bridegroom will be taken 
from them; then they will fast.” 

Jesus presents an entirely new reality to his questioners. His disciples are not 
required to obey the practices of the Pharisees or of John disciples, while he, the 
bridegroom, is present. When he is taken away, then they can resume the practices of 
fasting. Then Jesus utters two parables to add clarity to his answer. 

No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the 

patch will pull away from the garment making the tear worse. 

Neither do men pour new wine unto old wineskins. If they do, the 

skins will burst, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be 


ruined. No, they will pour new wine into new wineskins, and both 
are preserved.” 


Most scholars in their examination of these two parables argue that Jesus’ 
response goes beyond the issue of fasting and should be seen as a response to all of the 
events in the preceding verses. Ulrich Luz argues that the position of these two verses in 


the larger text is the key to understanding its message in the clear Christological _ 


Mt 9:2-8, 
Mt 9:10-13. 


Butt 9:14-17, 
Mut 9:16-17. 
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conclusion. According to Luz, Jesus indicates that the old and the new are totally 
incompatible.’° 

There are varied interpretations regarding what is represented by the images of the 
text. What is the old cloth? What are the old wineskins? What is the new cloth? What is 
the unshrunk cloth? What is the new wine? Luz sees the new wine as Jesus. He is the 
new reality in Israel that can be preserved only in new wineskins. The Pharisees and the 
Scribes, in his opinion, represent the old wineskins.'® Keck sees Judaism as the old 
garment or wineskin and Christianity as the new patch or wine.'” Argyle views the new 
teaching of the gospel as the new wine that cannot be filled into the teachings of Judaism. 
The new teaching of Jesus, he writes, requires a new religion and a new church.® 
McNeile argues that the worn out cloth is not the Mosaic Law but the system deduced 
from it.'? Thomas Long concludes that the images of new cloth and new wine apply to 
the whole of Jesus’ ministry. Long asserts that these are pictures that describe the 
surprising freshness of Jesus’ ministry and the struggle of trying to make Jesus’ way of 
living out the will of God fit into conventional, rigid, religious expectation.”” Regardless 
to the interpretations of the images we accept, what seems clear and perhaps perplexing 


at the same time is Jesus’ message: that the old and the new are totally incompatible. 
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Spence offers this further explanation. “The new is lost when it is confined by the 
old. The old is always trying to cramp and restrain the new. Judaism endeavored to 
confine Christianity within its own hard limitations. In practical Christianity, the attempt 
is made to confine the ferment of new enthusiasm within the walls of ancient order. The 
fact is new ideas absolutely refuse to be limited to old formulae. New spiritual forces 
cannot be bottled up in antiquated customs.””! 

Morris also weighs in on this issue of incompatibility. “Jesus was not simply 
bringing in a revised and updated Judaism or even founding a new sect within Judaism. 


What he was teaching and doing was such that they could not be contained within the 


accepted Jewish system. It does not mean that he was rejecting the Old Testament. What 


he repudiated was not scripture, but the current religious practices allegedly based on 
scripture.” *” 

If Jesus’ clear message from the parables is that the old and the new are not 
compatible, that you cannot pour new wine into old wineskins, then what is Jesus trying 
to communicate to the church about newness and renewal? The writer opines that the 
first message is that renewal is difficult. The old and the new are incompatible and have 
the potential to cause rifts, division and trouble in the church. 

Charles Barclay follows the same line of thought. Very often in church, if a new 
idea or a new method or any change is suggested, the objection is promptly raised, we 


never did that before. He believes that Jesus’ message to the church is simple and 


forthright. “There are forms of church government, forms of church service and forms of 


‘ ‘Henry Spence, The Pulpit Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans, 1950). 
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words which express our beliefs that sometimes cannot be patched but which must be 
changed. Our minds must be elastic enough to receive and contain new ideas. The history 
of progress is the history of the overcoming of the prejudices of the closed mind. Within 
the church, the resentment of the new is chronic. It is Jesus’ warning that the church dare 
not be the only institution which still lives in the past. Renewal is difficult but the church 
must not shrink from the task of doing a new thing.” 

The writer thinks the Lord is also challenging his church to deal with the issue of 
elasticity. Since old skins do not stretch very well, the church must be open to the 


introduction and usage of new skins, new forms and new practices. Jesus never 


repudiated the law. He repudiated the practices and the system that was supposedly based 
on the law. 

Christ expects the church to wisely preserve both the old and the new. Some 
argue that this is a Matthean interest since it is Matthew who adds in his account, unlike 
Mark and Luke, and both are preserved. Thus scholars conclude that Matthew does not 
desire to lose the old. The past is not to be forsaken but adopted and transformed. For 
Matthew, Judaism is Christianity’s inheritance and it would be unthinkable to abandon 
the legacy. 

Keck perhaps summarizes it best in his commentary. Matthew sees Jesus as 
bringing something eschatalogically new in such a way that it does not do away with the 


old but fulfills it and preserves it. 74 


Historical Foundations 
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In this section of the foundations paper the writer will address how the Protestant 
church was born as a new thing. The focus will be primarily on the Methodist tradition, 
the roots of which reach back to the individual believer and his/her personal relationship 
with God in Jesus Christ. The context of this writer is the Turner Chapel African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, which is located in Marietta Georgia. Therefore, a 
discussion of the African American church will also be discussed. 

The early eighteenth century witnessed an evangelical revival in England. 
Heretofore, spiritual lethargy reined in the established Church of England and those who 
were labeled as dissenters. “Rationalism had penetrated all classes of religious thinkers, 
so that even among the orthodox, Christianity seemed little more than a system of 
morality supported by divine sanctions.”*> The typical sermon was cold and colorless. 
There was very little evangelism that was taking place and the condition of the lower 
classes was one of spiritual destitution. “Popular amusements were coarse. Illiteracy. was 
widespread. The law savage was in its enforcement. Jails stank of disease and iniquity. 
Drunkenness was more prevalent than at any other period in English history.”° 

There were people who desired a change. Several men were looking for better 
things. Among them were William Law, who opposed Deism and authored Serious Call 
to a Devout and Holy Life in 1728 and Isaac Watts (1674-1748), a theologian who has 
been called the founder of modern English hymnody. Watts’ hymns express a deep and 
vital piety. 


It was during that century that there were some combined efforts of significance 
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that were being made for a more fervent religious life. Religious societies sprang up, the 
earliest of which was formed by a group of young men in London about 1678. The men 
gathered for prayer, reading the Scriptures, the cultivation of a religious life, frequent 
communion, to aid the poor, soldiers, sailors, and prisoners and the encouragement of 
preaching. The societies spread rapidly and by 1700, there were nearly one hundred in 
London. Samuel Wesley, the father of John Wesley, formed one of the societies in 1702. 
Many considered the movements as enthusiastic in their worship. The term used today 
would be fanatical. These societies were the beginnings of Methodism. 

Though the societies spread through England and Ireland, their impact was only 
partially realized. “The mass of the people of England was in spiritual lethargy, yet 
blindly conscious of sin and convinced of the reality of future reward and retribution. 
Emotions of loyalty to Christ, of salvation through him and of a present transforming 
faith had not been aroused. The movement needed the appeal of vivid spiritual 
earnestness, directed to conviction of the heart rather than to considerations of prudence 
or cold argument.””” What resulted was an evangelical revival which forecast the first 
signs of a spiritual awakening in the eighteenth century. 

As the movement gained strength, three great leaders emerged: John and Charles 
Wesley and George Whitefield. For the next forty years, the movement advanced in three 
identifiable but closely related strands, all related to the established Church of England: 
the Methodist societies under the Wesley’s, the Calvinistic Methodists under Whitefield, 
and the Anglican Evangelicals, who operated along more traditional parish lines. It was 


in 1779 that the first formal separations of any of these strands from the Church of 
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England occurred. The birth of a new form of church had begun and God was doing a 
new thing. 

Since the context of the writer is in the Methodist tradition, the writer will focus 
on the birth and work of the Methodist Church. It is the Methodist tradition that informs 
the writer’s project. 

John Wesley, born in 1703, was the fifteenth of the nineteen children born to 
Samuel and Susanna Annesley Wesley. John’s father, Samuel, was rector of a country 
parish in Epworth. Samuel was a man of earnest religious disposition and somewhat 
unpractical. He authored a book, Life of Christ in Verse, and a commentary on the book 
of Job. John’s mother, Susanna, was a devoted Anglican. In 1709, John was saved from a 
burning rectory. This was an event that made an ineffaceable impression on the mind of 
John, who thenceforth regarded himself as literally ‘a brand snatched from the burning’.”8 
John’s brother, Charles was born in 1707. 

As youngsters, both boys showed academic promise. In 1720, John entered Christ 
Church College in Oxford and Charles followed him six years later. In 1726, John was 
chosen as a fellow of Lincoln College. In order to become a candidate for that honor he 
had to be in holy orders. Thus he was ordained a deacon in 1725. From 1726 to 1729, 
John served as his father’s assistant. In 1728, he was ordained a priest. With his 
ordination, the spiritual struggles began which were to last until his conversion in 1738. 

In the meantime, his brother Charles and two fellow Oxford students formed a 
little club, primarily for progress in their studies. Soon the club engaged in reading 


helpful books and participating in frequent communion. Upon his return to school, John 
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became the leader of the group, which soon attracted other students. They were called the 
Holy Club. Finally some students hit upon a nickname that stuck, the Methodists. “They 
were very far as yet from what Methodism was to be. They were still a company 
painfully bent on working out the salvation of their own souls. As matters then were, they 
were more resembled to the Anglo-Catholic movement at the nineteenth century than the 
Methodism of history.””” 

None of the leaders of the Methodist Club was destined to remain long in Oxford. 
Their movement did not have much influence on the university. Their father died in 1735. 
It was after the death of their father that the Wesley brothers sought positions as 
missionaries in the new colony of Georgia in America. Their journey into Methodism 
was just beginning. 

During their trip across the ocean to Georgia, John and Charles encountered 
twenty six Moravians. The Moravians were originally a group of refugees from Moravia 
who had settled in the lands of Count Zinzendorf. Soon the Moravians were influenced 
by Zinzendorf’s living faith. They later became known for their strong emphasis on the 


1°° A storm while they were en route across the 


devotional life and their missionary zea. 
ocean. During the storm, Charles noted that it appeared that the Moravians had a sense of 
trust in God that he had not experienced. After reaching Savannah, Reverend 


Spangenbert asked Wesley, “Do you know Jesus Christ?” Wesley replied, “I know He is 


the Savior of the world.” Spangenbert responded with this rejoinder, “True, but do you 
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know He has saved you?" A few years later, Wesley confessed that he had a fair 
summer religion. He continued to preach and work hard. Yet there still existed a void in 
both John and Charles’s life. 

On a return trip home to England, John and Charles met Peter Bohler, a Moravian 
who taught a complete, self-surrendering faith, an instantaneous conversion and a joy in 
believing. Before sailing, Bohler organized a society later to be known as the Fetter-Lane 
Society. John became one of the original members. 

Conversion came to Charles in 1738 during a serious illness. For John conversion 
occurred while he was in attendance at a society meeting in the same year. He was 
listening to the reading of Luther’s Commentary on Romans when his heart felt strangely 
warmed. “I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation. An assurance was given 
me, that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and 
death.”* 

What followed was the re-birth of preaching: effective, practical, fearless. For 
John, this often meant attack, especially in the early part of his ministry. But no mob 
could daunt him and no interruption could check him. Men and women cried out, fainted 
and were torn with convulsions. To both preachers, these seemed the working of the 
Spirit of God or the visible resistance of the devil. These excitements and the disfavor 
with which they were often regarded, accounts for much of the opposition which these 


preachers encountered from the regular clergy.’ R 
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The Wesleyan movement crossed the Atlantic as early as the mid 1730’s. It was 
embraced by the lower classes in the colonies who welcomed the emphasis on religious 
experience. The people viewed the movement as being in contrast to the cold 
intellectualism of the Puritan churches and the neo-Catholicism of the Episcopalians.** 

John Wesley demonstrated the gift of organization. However, Methodism was a 
gradual process. The first distinctive Methodist society was formed in 1739. After 
Wesley separated from the Moravian society (Fetter-Lane Society), he founded a purely 
Methodist United Society in 1740. He still had not broken with the Church of England 
and did not, therefore found churches. Rather he used the existing societies that consisted 
of converted persons. These groups were called bands. Each band had class leaders who 
were responsible for twelve members. Each member was accountable to his/her class 
leader, both spiritually and financially. Wesley found it difficult to get the ordained 
clergy interested in his movement. He used lay preachers and members as officers. 

Soon it became too difficult for Wesley to visit all of the societies. Thus the 
annual conferences were borne. Districts were divided and traveling preachers were 
assigned to circuits. The preacher was responsible for more than one society or band. 

By the time of the first annual conference in1773, itinerant preachers had spread 
the evangelical vision of Christianity along the eastern seaboard and westward to the 
Appalachians. “At the General Conference, the various societies scattered among the 
newly independent colonies were formally organized into the Methodist Episcopal 


Church.”*> 
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A large number of slaves were among those who responded to Methodist 
preachers at revivals and camp meetings during the First Great Awakening in the 1740s. 
It is recorded in John Wesley’s journal that two black converts, one who was a woman, 
received Jesus Christ on November 29, 1758. Records show that African Americans were 
among the charter members of the very first Methodist society which was organized in 
Frederick County, Maryland in 1764. 

Although Wesley remained with the Church of England, there were two 
theological differences that caused controversy. One was regarding perfection and the 
other regarding predestination. This dissension resulted in the founding of two Methodist 
traditions: Calvinistic Methodists and Wesley Methodists. 

The Wesleyan movement flourished. Although Charles Wesley had a part in the 
movement, he did not travel as extensively as John. Charles spent much of his time 
writing hymns, not merely for Methodism but for all English-speaking Christianity. He 
was more conservative than John and more Anglican. Charles died in 1788. It was not 
until after the death of John Wesley in 1791 that the Wesleyan Methodists separated from 
the Church of England. Wesley’s work had largely revolutionized the religious condition 
of the English lower and middle classes. 

As mentioned earlier, the Methodist church appealed to African Americans, many 
of whom in the eighteenth century were slaves. “The opposition of Methodists to slavery 
was expressed officially in the original General Rules set forth by Wesley in 1743. These 


rules were adopted at the 1784 Christmas Conference. The antislavery sentiment was 
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reaffirmed repeatedly on many intervening occasions. This led many African Americans; 
both slave and free, to embrace Methodism.””° 

Even after the Methodist church retreated from its original opposition to slavery 
in 1785, the number of black members continued to increase as African Americans 
experienced the evangelical fervor of the Second Great Awakening at the turn of the 
century. So powerful was the attraction of Methodism to the slaves of the period that 
even in rebellion against the slave system in 1800 Gabriel Prosser was constrained to 
admonish his followers to “spare the Methodists and the Quakers.”*” 

The African Methodist Episcopal Church dates back to 1787 when Richard Allen 
(born a slave in 1760), Absalom Jones, and other black worshipers withdrew from St. 
George’s Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia after being pulled from their knees 
during worship. It is said that Allen and the others left St. George’s after they had 
finished praying. 

Richard Allen, a blacksmith by trade, purchased his freedom in 1777 and joined a 
Methodist society in Delaware around 1780. By 1783 Allen had experienced preaching as 
a licensed exhorter in New Jersey and Pennsylvania. Upon arriving in Philadelphia in 
1786, he established prayer meetings and founded a society for forty-two members. *° 


The same year, Allen desired to establish a separate place of worship for blacks. The 


white Methodist officials opposed the suggestion. In April 1787, a mutual aid society 
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called the Free African Society was organized by Allen and Absalom Jones for 
benevolent purposes and without regard to religious tenets.*° 

Allen and Jones attempted to remain with the Methodist church that was still part 
of the Church of England. The church refused to supply a preacher for the society. 
Absalom Jones was the first ordained black Protestant Episcopal priest. He became the 
pastor of the St. Thomas African Episcopal Church. Allen was asked to serve as pastor 
but declined stating, “No religious sect or denomination would suit the capacity of the 


colored people as well as the Methodist.” 


Allen was then successful in convincing Methodist Bishop Francis Asbury to 
dedicate the building he (Allen) had purchased. It was an old blacksmith shop. From 
these small beginnings, Bethel Church of Philadelphia was birthed. Bethel became the 
mother church of what was to become a new denomination, the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church (AME). Other AME churches began springing up in Pennsylvania, 
Maryland, Delaware and New Jersey. Richard Allen was later ordained bishop in 1816 in 
Baltimore, Maryland. Allen’s ordination occurred after Daniel Coker, who was first 
elected bishop, declined the office. 

The African Methodist Episcopal Church became America’s first independent 
African American denomination. The “Mission and Purpose of the Church” is presented 
in the AME Book of Discipline. It is also presented as a preface to the Wesleyan Articles 
of Religion. 

The Mission of the African Methodist Episcopal Church is to 

minister to the spiritual, intellectual, physical, emotional, and 


environmental needs of all people by spreading Christ’s 
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liberating gospel through word and deed. At every level of the 
Connection and in every local church, the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church shall engage in carrying out the spirit of the 
original Free African Society, and out of which the AME 
Church evolved: that is, to seek out and save the lost, and serve 
the needy through a continuing program of (1) preaching the 
gospel, (2) feeding the hungry, (3) clothing the naked, (4) housing 
the homeless, (5) cheering the fallen, (6) providing jobs for the 
jobless, (7) administering to the needs of those in prisons, 
hospitals, nursing homes, asylums and mental institutions, senior 
citizens’ homes; caring for the sick, the shut-in, the mentally and 
socially disturbed, and (8) encouraging thrift and economic 
advancement.”° 


Not surprisingly, when African American parishioners in the nation’s capital 
encountered segregation and discrimination in the white Ebenezer Methodist Episcopal 
Church in 1821, they organized under ieee AME banner. Their protest spawned the 
birth of Israel Bethel AME Church in 1821 and Union Bethel AME Church in 1838. 
These two forerunner congregations merged to form Metropolitan AME Church in 1870, 
the official name given to it in 1872. The cornerstone of the present structure was laid in 
1881. Annual conferences throughout the United States were asked to contribute at least 
$100 to build the church in the nation’s capital. Metropolitan A. M. E. Church is located 


just six blocks from the White House. 
Theological Foundations 


This section of the foundations chapter will focus on what theologians have 
written concerning faith and how faith is developed from the reading of the Scriptures. 
The thoughts of theologians Howard Thurman, Paul Tillich, John Dillenberger, Ben 


Campbell Johnson and Andrew Dreitcer will be examined based upon this framework. 


“The Doctrine and Discipline of the African Methodist Episcopal Church 2000 (Nashville: 
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The focus of this project is on God doing a new thing. In order for one to 
recognize the new thing that God is doing, one must first have an awareness and 
acceptance of God in Jesus Christ in one’s life. This Christological awareness and 
acceptance must precede the initiation of effective work in kingdom building. “ 

Howard Thurman, the highly esteemed theologian says, “Each of us, in his own 
way, finds the stairs leading to the Holy Place.” Howard offers further discourse on the 


matter of the Holy Place. 


There must be a matured and maturing sense of Presence. This 
sense of Presence must be a reality at the personal level as well as 
on the social, naturalistic and social levels. To state it in the 
simplest language of religion, modern man must know that he is a 
child of God and that God is life in all its parts and the God of the 
human heart are one and the same. Such an assurance will vitalize 
the sense of self, and highlight the sense of history, with the 
warmth of a great confidence. Thus, we shall look out upon life 
with quiet eyes and work on our tasks with the conviction and 
detachment of Eternity.” 


One’s belief in God is paramount to one’s faith and ultimately one’s vocation to walk 
with God. Thurman addresses the question of belief in God by stating that, “Belief is a 
thing upon which a man may stake his life and practice to the extent that the object of 
one’s belief has to do with that which is central to one’s life.” 

If one’s belief is predicated on things that do not matter or have little meaning, 
then only part of the person is dependent upon belief. According to Thurman there are 
two aspects to belief. The first is that there is a sense that belief is something that can be 
taken for granted as the basis for thought and action. It is not something that is thought 

“Kingdom building is also referred to as being about the business of the Lord. 
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about but rather it is the sure foundation upon which one builds his/her attitudes, thoughts 
and behavior. In this sense, one may not be belief-conscious at any particular moment, 
but one’s belief may pervade his/her life like an aroma.** The second part of belief has to 
do with what he terms the deliberate ordering of one’s life. He says, “The content of my 
belief must be as intelligent as possible. I must know what it is that I believe and why.’*° 

Theologian Paul Tillich in his classic, Dynamics of Faith, discusses the meaning 
of faith. In the opening chapter of the book, Tillich pontificates on the definition of faith 
and its impact in life. “Faith is the state of being ultimately concerned. Humanity is 
concerned about many things. Some of these are the spiritual, the cognitive, the aesthetic, 
the social and the political. If the concern is urgent it then can be termed as ultimate. If it 
claims ultimacy, it demands the total surrender of him who accepts this claim. It promises 
total fulfiliment, even if all others claims have to be subjected to it or rejected in its 
name.””’ The unconditional demand of one’s ultimate concern that is placed on the 
individual is also the “promise of ultimate fulfillment which is accepted in the act of 
faith,” according to Tillich. 

The Old Testament gives a prime example of ultimate fulfillment as it is stated in 
Deuteronomy 6:5: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, and with all your might.” Tillich contends that the term ultimate concern is 


derived from that passage. One’s faith is the state of being ultimately concerned. This is 


what matters for the life of the believer. 


STbid. 
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Tillich further intones, “Faith as ultimate concern is an act of the total personality. 


It happens in the center of the personal life and includes all its elements.” “* Tillich says 


that faith is the most centered act of the personal self, “the act of unconditional, infinite 
and ultimate concern.” It is the sum total of humanity. 

Tillich discusses faith and the dynamics of the holy. He says, “He who enters the 
sphere of faith enters the sanctuary of life. Where there is faith there is an awareness of 
holiness.””? He offers a more expansive argument on the dynamics of the holy. “That 
“which concerns one ultimately becomes holy. The awareness of the holy is awareness of 
the presence of the divine, namely of the content of our ultimate concern.”°° Again, the 
Old Testament gives illustrations of this idea. The awareness of the holy is seen in the 
visions of the patriarchs, Moses, the prophets and the psalmist. “It is a presence which 
remains mysterious.in spite of its appearance, and it exercises both an attractive and a 
repulsive function on those who encounter it.””! 

Theologian John Dillenberger presents an understanding about faith. He says, “In 
Protestant theology, the term ‘faith’ refers to the dynamic and vital context of man’s 
meaningful dependence upon the activity of God in Christ.”°” According to Dillenberger, 


the concept of faith should be confined to the “living confidence and trust in God” which 


results from, and is therefore in part so identical with the experience of His active 


“Ibid, 4. 
“Tbid., 12. 
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presence. Faith is that relation to God in which final dependence rests upon the reality to 
which one is related.** Dillenberger argues that faith can be seen as a gift from God and is 
the “confession of the believer that in his depths he knows the foundation and source of 
his decision to be one of God, that the decision itself is authentic, validating the self, 
precisely as it has been known to lie somewhere else than in the self.”™4 

According to J. M. Houston, the nature of Christian spirituality is not defined by 
asceticism or a strict code of religious self-discipline and self-denial. The writer names 
six premises based on Christian spirituality: (1) the biblical doctrine of creation 
recognizes that God has created all things good; (2) The biblical revelation of God as a 
personal God leaves no place for deductions of human wisdom; (3) Christian spirituality 
is Christocentric; (4) Christian spirituality is life in the Trinity; (5) Christian spirituality is 
the outworking of the grace of God in the soul of man, beginning with conversion to 
conclusion in death or Christ’s Second Advent; and (6) Christian spirituality engenders 
fellowship and the communion of saints deepens its character. °° 

This writer contends that the Bible gives the believer information on how to 
encounter God and on how to develop a spiritual life. It is the mission of the church 
leader to open the text and release that information in ways that are relevant to today’s 
world. In order for the discernment of a new thing to manifest itself as possibility for 
ministry, one must be grounded spiritually and have such faith as to believe even when 
seeing is impossible. 


The Bible provides a collection of books that record the experiences of people of 


*Ibid., 128. 
*“Tbid., 129. 
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faith and their relationship with God and humanity. In reading the ancient sacred texts, 
the believer can be led into a personal encounter with God through them. Although the 
biblical texts are generally affirmed by the Christian community, the question that is 
often raised is how relevant are they in respect of today’s life’s concerns? *° “How do we 
respond to rules and commandments that seem far from our own world, with its virtual 
realities, quantum physics, cloning techniques and the destruction of God’s creation? 
How can any material written two thousand years ago in the dead languages of cultures 
now completely foreign to us address the twenty-first century soul?””” 

The two theologians, Johnson and Dreitcer, suggest that Western culture has 
responded to these questions through three dominant routes, with each focusing on a 
version of rationalism. The three responses are: first, a rejection of Scripture and all 
things Christian—or at least all things churchy; second, that of biblical literalism which 
points us toward deep trust in God and God’s word; and third, that of critical scholarship 
that helps us see that we are to keep searching for God’s truth. 

Each of the responses, according to the authors, can offer certain benefits in the 
new century provided the believer does not embrace any one of them in their entirety. 
None of the three responses will completely nourish the life of the believer. 

The first response, the rejection of the text, excludes the person from receiving the 
richness of the written Word and its mirror into God presence. The second response, the 


literal, “may miss the mystery and grace of a God who is deeper and broader than human 


Ben Campbell Johnson and Andrew Dreitcer, Beyond the Ordinary: Spirituality for Church 
Leaders (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001), 31. 
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beings can imagine”. Those who affirm only critical analysis may miss the sense of 


reverence evidenced by the early writers and scribal hands of monks who prayed their 


way through texts even as they laboriously made copies. They may also miss solid 
grounding in the eternal Spirit of Love mediated by the Word.”*® 

Attention will now be cast on God doing a new thing in order for the church to 
have new life, sustainability and vitality. In order to discern the church as God intended it 
to be—making disciples of Jesus Christ, evangelizing the lost, strengthening the found 
and caring for the least of these—a cursory examination of theologians, scholars and 
writers who have thrived as a result of perceiving and capturing the new thing that God is 
doing in their midst will be engaged. 

The church body must be spiritual. John B. Cobb writes, “History shows that 
Christianity has flourished when Christians have been convinced that their faith is of 
supreme importance to them individually and collectively and also to the world. These 
convictions call forth deep personal commitment and willingness to sacrifice.”” 

Frank Madison Reid, III in his book, Restoring the House of God: A Plea for 
Radical Reformation, talks about the spirit of religion that has robbed many of our 
churches of its true nature or what Christ meant the church to be. 

Spirit of religion is a faith that focuses on man rather thanGod. It 

means ‘playing church’ and ‘having a form of godliness but 

denying its power’ (2 Timothy 3:5a). A religious spirit seeks 

entertainment rather than enlightenment, the pleasures of the flesh 

rather than the power of the Spirit, and the favors of God rather 


than the face of God. Religious churches, lacking the presence and 
power of God, try to compensate by substituting programs and 


SIbid., 35. 
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practices, form and ritual, tradition and habit. They are out of order 
and have no power or authority to make a real difference in 
people’s lives. Religious Christians worship for a couple of hours 
on Sunday and then go back to the secular world and their secular 
lifestyles, still abound in sin and ignorance. The spirit of religion 
removes our focus from the face of God and redirects it onto the 
principles of man. It robs us of our identity, our purpose, and our 
knowledge of who we are and what we have received in Christ. A 
religious spirit robs us of our intimacy with God.”” 


Intimacy with God is the core of one’s spirituality. It is that deep, personal relationship 
with God in Jesus Christ that gives the Christian the basic foundation of his or her being. 
Without an intimate relationship with God one cannot reach fulfillment in worship or 
service. Without intimacy with God, everything else that is done in God’s name can be 
regarded as religion. Even to be a disciple of Jesus requires one to be in relationship with 
God in Jesus Christ. 

Reid contends that the church does not need a new worldview in order to be 
restored. But rather it needs to return to the original vision that God gave us. That vision 
focuses not so much on the hand of God, the gifts of God, and the blessings of God, (all 
of which are important) but on the face of God. Our vision is to be in the presence of 
God, not just to receive presents from God.*! 

As the church has become intertwined with the problems of the day, oftentimes its 
spiritual base has been overshadowed by its mission to help the needy and to work to 
revitalize the communities where the churches are located. All of this has served to 
dismantle the church. 


Today’s Black church is struggling for relevance in the resolution 
of today’s black problems...the whole tragic malaise with which 


Frank M. Reid IIL, Restoring the House of God (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image Publishers, 
Inc., 2000), 7.. 
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society in general is burdened. It must address all these social 
issues without abandoning its distinctive mandate to assist human 
beings in their efforts to find conciliation and comfort with their 
Creator. There is no moratorium on the human need for spiritual 
and moral nurture. 


Lincoln and Mamiya cite that some twenty two percent (22%) of the two thousand one 
hundred fifty black clergy who were asked what they considered to be the black church’s 
major problem today, four hundred seventy two indicated that they felt that the leading 
problem was the lack of evangelism in fulfilling its religious role. That response 
appears to contradict the tradition of the Black church. 

The African American church has always been known for its passionate and 
dynamic preaching. Black preaching has been the hallmark of the black church. But what 
the author seems to be saying is that preaching, or more particularly preaching style is not 
enough. There needs to be more emphasis on evangelism. How can evangelism be 
successful unless it is tied to a spiritual base? This spiritual base must be personal and it 
must be corporate. 

Howard Thurman writes in one of his short essays that the Spirit is at work in our 
lives. “We seek to walk in our own path which opens up before us, made clear by the 
light of his spirit and the radiance which it cast all around us. We join him in the almighty 
trust that God is our Father and we are His children living under the shadow of His 
Spirit. 

The Church, if it is to be what God has intended it to be, must embrace a 


°C, Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black Church in the African American 
Experience (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1990), 398. 
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spirituality that avoids the superficiality we all detest and embrace a relationship with 
God that steadies the soul and empowers it in times of upheaval. This spirituality consists 
of an intentional relationship with God that often feels more like hunger and questing 
than fullness and discovery. © 

In order to maintain, or perhaps regain, spirituality in the church, the church must 
adhere to the call to return to its first love, namely the love of God. Without a deep and 
abiding devotion to God could it be likened to the church at Ephesus that had abandoned 
the love it had at first? Would it be likened to the church at Laodicea that was neither 
hot nor cold?°’ 

Author and pastor, Jessica Kendall Ingram in her book, Still on the Journey, talks 
about spirituality. In her opening meditation, Ingram looks at the topic that carries the 
title of the book and says, “The journey inward is one that is paradoxical in nature. As 
soon as you feel that you have arrived, you will immediately realize that you have a long, 
long way to go. Do not become discouraged. Stay on the journey. You will find that it is 
not wise to think about where you are on the journey or how far you have come. Instead 
it will be better for you to think in terms of your inner transformation and the changes 
that are taking place in your relationship with God.”® 

Ingram’s quest for God and her desire to draw closer to God were a longing for 


intimacy with God. This yearning could not be satisfied through outward activities. She 
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says that it could only come through prayer. This desire for intimacy set the course for 
her spiritual journey that has provided for her “all that I need because I have God.” © 

Albert L. Winseman says he does not mind hearing bad news, especially about the 
church. Yet too many churchgoers are in denial regarding the trouble the church is really 
in. He says that only a handful of leaders are aware of the problem and how to resolve it. 
Too many Protestant churches are experiencing chest pains and are ignoring the 
symptoms. Winseman says it is time for a major change in the way we do church unless 
the church is going to have a heart attack and die.” 

Winseman says that too many churches are preoccupied with a churchless 
Christianity and focus more on the individual rather than the community of faith. Too 
many churches are more concerned about an individual faith commitment rather than a 
communal faith commitment. He goes on to say that spiritual commitment is more likely 
to happen among congregational members than for individual persons. There is 
something to say about what happens when the people of God are all together in one 
place. Something happens just as it did on the day of Pentecost when the spirit of God fell 
with tongues of fire and all who were gathered were filled with the Holy Spirit.” 

The theological foundations represented in this document point to the new thing 
that God is doing in our midst. God is using those who are willing to discern God’s will 
concerning God’s church to develop new faith communities that are grounded in the love 


of God found in Christ Jesus. New faith communities are not new. Rather they represent 
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God’s way of revitalizing, renewing and restoring the church that has lost its luster and its 
ability to maintain the saved and attract the lost. 

Not only are new faith communities being established, the emergence of new 
church starts are growing in Holy Spirit inspired proportions. New churches are being 
established because it is too difficult to convince people in denial that their way of doing 
church is ineffective and not vital. Growing new churches is the sure way to avoid 
placing new wine in old wineskins. With new church starts come new DNA and a new 
attitude about serving God. 

This project is about the excitement of Pentecost as God is doing a new thing in 
the midst of the familiar. It is designed to awaken the spiritual fire in the lives of God’s 
people in order for a spiritual rebirth and spiritual revolution to take place. God is taking 
back the church and reclaiming the zeal of God’s people. The time for growth is now as 


God does a new thing in the midst of God’s people. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
METHODOLOGY 


This project has been developed as a replicable model of church renewal that will 
stimulate meaning, cultivate commitments and produce vital growth, both spiritually and 
numerically, in a congregation that was once vibrant and which is now plateauing, 
declining and possibly dying. The goal is to address the issues at the Turner Chapel AME 
Church in Marietta, Georgia. The problem that presents is a church that has experienced 
tremendous growth over the last twenty years, but who now appears to be in a state of 
plateauing or even declining membership. The hope is that the findings of this study 
could later be used to help churches that are also in danger of experiencing similar 
situations as those posed in Turner Chapel AME Church. 

The proposed hypothesis is: a church that is in a state of plateau, decline or 
dormancy, can experience renewal through a deliberate plan on action that is based on 
biblical principles. The renewal process will include inspired sermons that will draw the 
church closer to God and spiritually energized Bible study that will cause the church to 
discover God’s plans and purposes. The renewal process will be empowered by a 
Pentecost experience that will result in a vital, renewed, reenergized, and restored 
congregation. 

The method originally proposed to test the hypothesis and evaluate the extent to 


which expectations have been reached was formatted in a fourfold approach: 
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a. Plan a preaching series of four sermons to challenge the group to 
assess their Christian commitments, examine their faith 
relationships, consider the need for repentance and re-evaluate 
their walk with the Lord. Following each sermon, a questionnaire 
would be completed. The questionnaire would be composed of five 
to seven questions challenging each member to self reflect and to 
ascertain where they are spiritually and where they desire to be, 
based on the sermon they heard. The results will be tabulated and 
evaluated. 


b. Plan a Bible Study series of four sessions to educate the group on 
the importance of the Bible in their daily lives and on the biblical 
understanding of their roles, gifts and responsibilities within the 
body of Christ. A questionnaire will be used with the Bible Study 
to determine the level of understanding and growth achieved by 
each participant. 


c. Plana one-session workshop to inform and connect members with 
the vision of the church. This session will be interactive and will 
invite members to share in the development of goals to ensure the 
realization of the church’s overall vision. 


d. Plan a Commitment/Empowerment Service. This will serve as a 
celebratory and empowerment service to offer final encouragement 
to the group. 


The above mentioned testing methods were formulated prior to the beginning of the 
implementation phase of this work. Once the project began, it was determined that the 
original timeline needed modification for unforeseen issues and circumstances beyond 
the writer’s control. 

In lieu of an interactive workshop, a Strength, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 
Threats (SWOT) analysis was performed. This analysis provided a comprehensive 
analysis of the overall health of the congregation along with recommended action plans 


for moving the church forward in a preferred direction. 
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The sermon series was preached by the writer. At the end of each sermon, questions 
were distributed to members of the congregation to complete based on their 
understanding of the message for that Sunday. After the completed questionnaires were 
gathered from the members who participated, they were given to the context associates 
for sorting, tabulating and analyzing the raw data. 

The Bible study was prepared as an additional learning activity. It was 
recommended for oficers: leaders and decision-makers of Turner Chapel. In this way, 
the lesson would be directed at those persons who would be assisting the congregation in 
making critical decisions regarding how they should proceed with reinvigorating 
members to recommitted service. The study was interactive and solicited candid 
responses from prepared questions. 

The SWOT analysis was a significant undertaking in the life of Turner Chapel. A 
significant number of executive level thinkers within the life of the church along with 
persons who had been with the church for an extended number of years were invited to 
participate in this study. The SWOT analysis is not designed for the faint of heart. It is 
not recommended for congregations who do not have the people or resources to 
administer it effectively. 

During the SWOT analysis, a considerable number of hours were spent reflecting, 
sharing, truth-telling and disagreeing. Care was taken to keep all members of the process 
at the table in order for continuity and sincere honesty to prevail. 

At the end of the sermon series, Bible studies and SWOT analysis, the data was 
analyzed and coded according to discoverable themes. This along with knowledge gained 


through the review of relevant literature was used to critique and enhance the sermon 
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series and Bible studies. Twenty percent of the data was then given to context associates 
to ascertain whether similar themes were identifiable and whether or not there were 
additional themes missing from the complete data analysis. This enhanced model can be 


used in the church’s future and can be replicated by other churches experiencing plateau, 


decline or dormancy. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
FIELD EXPERIENCE 


In this chapter, the field experience associated with this project that was 
conducted at Turner Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church will be examined. 
Turner Chapel is a congregation that has experienced tremendous growth over a period of 
twenty years. Presently, the congregation is working to eradicate symptoms of plateauing 
and decline. The last several years have been a trying period in the history of the 
congregation. Not only is Turner Chapel experiencing signs of decline, simultaneously it 
is faced with managing the cost of a newly constructed facility. Decline and mortgage are 
not words one would wish to verbalize in the same sentence. However, due to a volatile 
economy, a slumping job market and the uncertainty of economic stability, this is a 
reality with which the congregation must attend. 

Turner Chapel, like many mainline congregations, is experiencing a decline in 
numbers and in the strength or stability of its leadership. Unlike many congregations that 
are unwilling to acknowledge the need to preserve congregational assets until it is too 
late, Turner Chapel has adopted an aggressive and proactive approach toward 
revitalization and restoration. 

When congregations wait too long to protect membership, spiritual vitality and 
church property, they will encounter danger, both seen and unseen. Some of the dangers 


include: (1) takeovers by persons who are not invested in the church’s biblical heritage; 
86 
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(2) neglect of properties; (3) control of church property by strong-willed individuals or 
small groups who treat it as their own; (4) hardening of attitudes, flared tempers, and 
focus on personalities; and (5) the sale of assets with proceeds being diverted to non- 
kingdom purposes.' 

Unlike traditional mainline congregations who are experiencing decline and 
plateauing, Turner Chapel has opted to take a critical look at itself in order to establish 
processes that will ensure resurgence in its growth and vitality. The framework for this 
critical examination included several key components. 


e A sermon series was preached to convict the hearts and minds of 
the members toward the biblical mandate to make disciples of all 
people. 


e A Bible study series was taught in order for the congregation to 
grow in the knowledge and wisdom of how God views and treats 
decline to achieve renewal. 


e¢ ASWOT analysis of the church was performed, allowing the 
congregation to strategically make suggestions for adjustments in 
leadership, programs and worship styles that would be more 
conducive towards attracting new members and maintaining the 
existing community of members. 


What follows is the results of the work done in the context to position the 


congregation to reestablish vitality. 
Sermon Series 


The first sermon in the series was entitled Get Ready for Divine Renewal, taken 


from Isaiah 43:16-19. In this message the writer’s thesis was based on God doing a new 
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christianchronicle -org/article693302~Declining_churches_must_consider_stewardship_of assets (accessed 
May 15, 2011). 


88 


thing. It was preached to assist the congregation in recognizing the signs of the times. 
The writer was intentional about sharing with the congregation the importance of 
perceiving and discerning the hand of God moving and operating within their midst. 
When the congregation is able to recognize the hand of God moving among them, 
the members are enabled to get in the ‘way’ and allow God to transform their situations. 
When members are able to recognize the movement of God among them, they are able to 
make the necessary changes to remain vital and sustainable. Below is an analysis of the 
responses to the sermon as captured by the context associates and data analysis team. 
Question 1 — What did the sermon say about God as the one who facilitates renewal? 
Twenty percent (20%) responded that God wants to do a ‘new thing’. 
e Stop stressing, start messing. 
e He makes a way out of no way. 
e God will do new things in life and in all situations. 
e God always steps in. 
¢ God can give new direction in your life. 
Twenty percent (20%) responded that God wants us to forget the past. 
e Forget the former things. 
e Don’t dwell on the past. 
e Forget the past not God. 
Twenty five percent (25%) responded that God wants us to develop a vision. 
e He wants Israel (us) to focus on the surface. 
e Trust God for renewal and restoration. 
¢ Make up your mind to look forward. 
e Bea visionary. 


Fifteen percent (15%) responded that you should trust God to bring renewal in your 


life. 
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God has the power. 
Open your heart to God; all things become new. 


God can take all mistakes, losses, self- doubts and turn them 
around to give hope and a higher future. 


Question 2 — How did the sermon suggest that renewal can take place? 


Thirty percent (30%) responded that God transitions individuals and organizations. 


Trust, believe and connect with God because he can and will do 
a new thing. 


God can turn it around, any time and in any place. 
Become a visionary and move forward. 
Evolve. 


Look for new things in the future. 


Twenty-five percent (25 %) responded that God can renew us if we stop living in 


the past. 


Appreciate the past, but focus on the future. 


Forget about those who harmed or hurt you, so that you may 
receive your blessing. 


God is going to do a brand new thing when we stop living in the 
past. 


Quit looking back. 


Twenty-five percent (25%) responded that renewal can take place with the faith of 


the believer. 
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Hold on to God’s unchanging hand. 
God is the author and finisher of our faith. 
Trust God. 


Have faith in our future. 


Twenty percent (20%) responded that God leads us into our future. 


Have a vision. 
Focus on the future. 
God puts new things in our lives. 


Open your mind. 


Question 3 — What current condition in your life or in your church did the information in 


this sermon and biblical text remind you of? 


Fifty percent (50%) responded that we all go through a time of fall and 
winter; but just like the seasons, spring and summer come. In the time 
of renewal we should not dwell on the past. God wants to do a brand 
new thing in us and our church. 


The sermon reminded me of the time when we were having 
services at different locations. We held on until our season was 
here; built our recreation center and then the Cathedral. Praise 
God! 


The sermon reminded me of how far we have come and how 
much we have been blessed. 


My past life. 
Trials and tribulations. 
Reminded me of what I need to do to start my business. 


Keep seeking God’s purpose in our lives and to know there is so 
much more that God wants to do in our lives. 


Reminds me of my healing and that I was able to walk again. 


God has been faithful to me by showing new mercies. 


Avoiding procrastinating on dreams. 


Fifty percent (50%) responded that, “Don’t dwell on the past, and 
forget the former things in my life.” 


God gave me a renewed strength to go forth in my life and look 
to the future. Based on all this, I took charge of my life at 62 
years old and began anew. 


Don’t accept the past as a predictor of the future. 
Don’t forget that God has set me free. 


Stop living in the past; focus on the future. Know that God will 
and can do a new thing. 


Improve my personal finances. 


‘God is faithful. 


Remove stagnation. 


How I talk about the past sometimes, wishing I can do it again 
the right way. 


No matter what comes, God is in control of every aspect of my 
life. 


Stop living in the past. 


of 


Question 4 - What knowledge and growth did you achieve as a result of this sermon and 


biblical text? 


Fifty percent (50%) responded to not dwell on my current situation or 
on the rough side of the mountain. I should look forward to a bright 
future as long as I keep my faith and trust in the Lord. 


You must live in the present and not in your past. We must 
trust God and He will do a new thing in our lives. 


Don’t forget what God has done in my life and not to take the 
blessings lightly. 


e Praise and worship are the only way. 
e Learn to forget the former things. 
e Let Go and Let God. 


® Confirmation that God is able. God is faithful and He is God all 
by himself. 


e Things exist out of your life in seasons and cycles. 
e God wants us to look forward to the future that God has for us. 


e Focus on the vision God has for my life and church. 


Fifty percent (50%) responded that God is ready to renew. I have to be ready and 
willing to dispose of things from the past that hinder me. 


e God is telling me that I need to focus on what God is doing 
right now for me and stop holding on to the past. 


® Remember where I came from, my history. Move forward and 
look to the future. 


e Look forward to the blessings. 

e Iwill never dwell in the past. 

e God makes a way out of now way. Keep the faith. 

e Always ask God to renew your faith when you are in the valley. 
e Bea visionary. Learn to press on. 

® Keep trusting. 


e It compelled me to look to the future, continue to grow and look 
forward to the future. 


Question 5 — What did this sermon compel you to do? 


Fifty percent (50%) responded that this sermon compelled them to stop 
looking at the past and to press forward towards Renewal. It makes 
me want to b ea visionary. Have faith in my God so that he can lift 
me higher and press to my destiny. 
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Continue to stand on his word. 
Don’t dwell on former things. 


Continue to press toward my higher calling. Listen to God 
before moving. Don’t worry about people’s opinion. 


Compelled to forget my mistakes, but trust God through that 
process. I can do new things. God wants to renew us. 


Don’t live in the past. God will give you a new life. 


It assisted me with the application of forgiveness / grace for 
myself over past issues and expectations of hope for the future. 


I am now compelled to look forward to the next season 
whenever I am in the midst of conflict and hardship. 


Don’t dwell on negative circumstances. Look for the positive 
and be a visionary. 


Give everything to God and stop living in the past. 


The second sermon was entitled, The Real Deal behind Spiritual Renewal... 


Question 1 — What did the sermon say about God as the one who initiates renewal? 


Twenty-three percent (23%) responded that God creates all that is new. So we must 
be open to new ideas. 


God can do wonderful things during the renewal. 
The renewal is an ongoing process. 


God sees our struggles and decides to create a renewal process 
for people and situations. 


Twenty-nine (29%) responded that spiritual renewal is a gift from God. 


God declares in his word that all things are new. 
Spiritual renewal requires an open elastic mind. 
“Behold, I make all things new”. 


God is constantly renewing our lives because he is a God of renewal. 
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Twenty-nine percent (29%) responded that renewal is an opportunity for God to do 
some new things. 


e God is looking down on us and giving us gifts of spiritual 
renewal for our growth. 


e God ignites renewal in us just like spring. 
e Be open to.a mindset that is new. 
e God makes all things new. 
Seventeen percent (17%) responded with Other. 
e Itis a spiritual process. 
e Renewal is a re-birth. 


e When we do not have all the answers, God desires a new thing. 
Question 2 — How did the sermon suggest that renewal can take place? 
Twenty-six percent (26%) responded that an opportunity to be born again. 
e Itis a process we have to work on every day. 
e Be open-minded and look to your future. 
e Requires rebirth. 
e Renewal can lead to a beautiful change. 


Twenty-six percent (26%) responded that it should take place within yourself as a 
new creature for God. 


e God wants to renew our thinking and faith. 
¢ You have to be willing to change. 


e Rebirthing process is uncomfortable; but the renewal is a new 
and great thing. 
Twenty-six percent (26%) responded that Renewal can take place through 
technology. 


e “Behold all things are new”. 


© Get rid of the old things so the new can take place. 


« Can’t mix the old with the new. 


Twenty percent (20%) responded that Renewal comes with trials and troubles, ups, 
and downs. 


e Renewal does not occur easily because new and old are not 
always compatible. 


e Renewal can take place in the midst of a storm or as the result 
of a storm. 


Question 3 — What current condition in your life or in your church did the 
information in this sermon and biblical text remind you of? 


Forty-six percent (46%) responded that the church has tried to start 
new programs .Yet it seems that the old members are having difficulty 
adapting to change. Therefore renewal is struggling to take place. 


¢ Be open to new things. 

© Get rid of the old way of thinking, try something new. 
e We the people, resist change. 

e Keep an open mind and trust God. 


e 21 century churches compared to churches 20 years ago. 
Older Christians not accepting changes in church, fashion, 
music and time, among other things. 


e When a new person joins a new ministry, as always, the old 
members say, “We tried that way over the years.” Needs to 
stop! 


Forty percent (40%) responded that we have to re-invent who we are 
in our lives, at home church, and work. Renewal needs to take place. 


e Trust new relationships. 
¢ Transition from “Employee to Employer”. 


e Going through financial difficulties. 


A big change is about to occur in my life that has the potential 
to produce storms. But, thank God for Renewal! 


Others responses. 


Sometimes church can get trapped in tradition. Sometimes the 
church wants to live in the past. 


My desire to change my profession means to trust God and step 
out on faith. 


Question 4 — What knowledge and growth did you achieve as a result of 


this sermon and biblical text? 


Eighty percent (80%) responded that with spiritual renewal you go 
through things. Remember that new does not mix with old. In order to 
do the new, forget the old. 


e 


Don’t combine the old with the new and keep an open mind. 
Be able to accept new things. 

The old and new are not compatible. 

Do not reject the new things, embrace them. 

Old things have passed. Behold the new things. 


You can’t have good results with old idea or habits. That 
doesn’t work. Expect some things different. 


Be ye transformed by renewing your mind. Be open to new 
things. 


You can’t put new wine in old wine skins. It creates tension. 
Things subject to change. 


Renewal isn’t easy. Old and new are incompatible. Old ways 
and old thoughts don’t mix with new ways and new thoughts. 


Expect to encounter difficulties with changing attitudes. With 
change come challenges. 
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Twenty percent (20%) responded when God is about to rebirth and 
renew something in us, we go through trials, turbulences and 
discomfort. Don’t let go of God. Just hold on, knowing help is on the 
way. Trust God always. 


Renewal means new rebirth. 


I cried myself to sleep the other night and now I understand 
why. 


Question 5 — What did the sermon compel you to do? 


Fifty-three percent (53%) responded that to keep in mind a spirit for 
new things in my life, a career, family and studying the word. 
Transform and renew my mind. Be open enough to receive a new 
thing in the Lord. 


Be more open minded. 

Fast and pray daily. Ask God for spiritual growth. 
Witness to others. 

Have a positive attitude. 

Renew my spirit and enthusiasm about Sunday School. 


Look at myself and see the new thing God is doing and accept 
it! 


Expect problems when mixing old with new. 


Forty-six percent (46%) responded that, “Don’t walk around with our minds closed to 
things that are new because God is the one who made it possible. Don’t be set in 
your ways for new ideas. Be open for changes.” 


Have more courage to go forward. 

Be open to new experiences. 

Have the faith the size of a mustard seed and have an open mind. 
Continue growing in the word. 


Be faithful! 
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e Be mindful that the “no” mindset can block your blessings. 

The third sermon was entitled, Death as a Prerequisite for Renewal, taken from 
John 12:12-16; 20-24. This sermon dealt with the triumphant entry of Jesus into 
Jerusalem in order for world transformation and renewal to take place. According to the 
text, Jesus’ disciples, like many members of congregations in decline, did not understand 
the meaning of Jesus’ message. This sermon also illuminated the necessity of change as a 
prerequisite for restoration and revitalization. In the text, it was necessary for Jesus to die 
in order for the world to be saved from the vestiges of sin. The text emphasized that after 
death, there is resurrection and glorification. While it is imperative that some 
congregations die in order to begin again; not all congregations will die. They can be 
resurrected, making revitalization possible. Below is an analysis of the responses to the 
sermon as captured by the context associates and data analysis team: 
Question 1 — What did the Sermon say about God as the one who initiates renewal? 


Fifty percent (50%) responded that God gave the life of his son, Jesus, 
so that we can have eternal life. 


e Death must come for us to renew. 

e Some form of death must take place to allow renewal. 
e Jesus died to initiate renewal. 

e God, the Father, will orchestrate a new thing. 


Fifty percent (50%) responded that God will renew us if we let some 
negative things in our lives die. 


e God permits death to show a path of renewal. 


* Death is a prerequisite for renewal things to change. 


e God will put to death the things of the old and he will resurrect 


a new thing. 


There must be a spiritual death in order to have renewal. 


Question 2 — How did the sermon suggest that renewal can take place? 


Fifty percent 50% responded that Romans 10:9, “Confess with your 
mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in our hearts that God raised 
Jesus from the dead.” 


» 


Accept Jesus. Rely on the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Renewal can take place through faith and redemption. 


Make disciples of all people. Tell everybody and teach them 
things I have taught you through brand new operations. 


God sent Jesus to save us from sin. 


Fifty percent (50%) responded that with the conviction that Christ 
lives, hopelessness can turn to hopefulness, death can turn to life and 
darkness can turn to light. Coming to and being in Christ brings 
renewal. 


The Holy Spirit initiates new situations and provide us with new 
power. 


Because Christ lives, we can become a new person. We can 
change who we are. 


The Lord is not dead and wants his followers to live new lives. 
Because Christ lives, we can live brand new lives. 


Because of the shedding of Christ’s blood, mankind has access 
to eternal life. We can live brand new lives. 
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Question 3 — What current condition in your life or in your church did the information in 


this sermon and biblical text remind you of? 


Forty percent (40%) responded that the sermon reminded them of how 
many lost souls we need to bring into the church. 


You can start over regardless of your circumstances. 
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e Make a change. Put your trust in God. 
e You must recharge and renew yourself in God. Today is a new 


day for me. 


Thirty percent (30%) responded that changing the way some things are 
done at Turner is needed to grow the church. 


* Marcus to do a new thing at Turner Chapel. 


e God could be calling me to do a new thing in my church. Begin 
to do a new thing with my works for the church. My ministry is 
near death in the church. 


Thirty percent (30%) responded of not being employed, single or have 
financial, legal, and health issues. Strive to be an instrument for 
change that makes a positive difference. 


e Losing power as a business owner. Help me to remember that I 
have the same power in me thru God that Jesus has. 


e Ihave joined a gym and hired a personal trainer to achieve 
improved health and wellness. 


Question 4 — What knowledge and growth did you achieve as a result of this sermon and 
biblical text? 


Eighty percent 80% responded that in order to renew, you must let 
something die. Kill the worry and learn to trust God. Kill the 
ignorance and come to Bible study. Jesus’ death was necessary to 


receive new life. 
e Old stuff will have to go to bring abut new and better things. 
e Some dying must take place to recap the harvest. 
e Let go of the dead seed. 


* Don’t harp on things. Just let them die and move on. 
Sometimes it’s not for you. 


¢ Put to death those earthly desires and discipline yourself. 


e Dying is necessary to move to the next level. 
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e In order to progress, grow and be productive some dying must 
take place. 


Twenty percent (20%) responded that they will receive knowledge on 
how death can afford new opportunities, growth and production in life. 


¢ Knowledge that death produces a blessing. It is not the end. 
Some things gotta (sic) die and God wants to do a new thing. 


Question 5 — What did this sermon compel you to do? 


Thirty percent (30%) responded that they should acknowledge the 
things that are hindering renewal. Eliminate them and be productive in 
all aspects of life. Live again! 


e I’m compelled to consider what in my life should die so that I 
may experience a spiritual renewal. 


e Reflect on one self and find things that need to die so I can 
move to a higher level! 


Seventy percent (70%) responded that they should improve Christian 
responsibility. Increase love, joy, and trust. God has bigger and better 
plans for you. 


¢ Let go of hate, envy and back-biting. Wait on your harvest and 
new growth. 


e Study and show thyself approved. Walk in love. Sacrifice 
brings about change. 


e Continue to look forward. Improve my spiritual life, health and 
finances. 


¢ Move to another level in my career and spiritual level. Stop 
worrying and trust God. 


e New, I’m compelled to open my business get a master’s degree. 
Get moving and embrace the unknown. 


¢ Be encouraged about your current situation. 
The final sermon in the sermon series was entitled You Can Live Again, taken 


from Mathew 28:1-7. This sermon specifically dealt with the resurrection of Jesus and the 
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fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecy and the promises of God. It was designed to 
assist the congregation to have courage in the face of possible death and decline. Just as 
an angel of the Lord tells Mary Magdalene not to be afraid, for Jesus has indeed been 
resurrected for eternity, congregations should also be unafraid to undergo change and 
transformation in order to revitalize their practices to ensure longevity and a preferred 


future. 
Question 1 ~ What did the sermon say about God as the one who initiates renewal? 


Forty percent (40%) responded: God raised Jesus from the dead and he wants to do 
the same thing for believer’s renewal. 


e Jesus has risen and is very much alive. 
e Jesus has paid the price for us to have a brand new life. 
e Jesus paid it all on the cross. 
Thirty percent (30%) responded: God has all power. 
e God changes your life. 


e God can make all things in your life new, without you paying a 
price; because his son, Jesus, already paid. 


e The Lord has risen. He wants us to live a brand new life. 


Thirty percent (30%) responded: Because he lives, we can live a 
brand new life. 


® You can live again. Trade in pain for power and doubt for faith. 
Question 2 — How did the sermon suggest that renewal can take place? 


Fifty percent (50%) responded that renewal can take place by God’s 
invitation to do a new thing and by the power of the Holy Spirit. 


* When you come to Christ, you can be renewed. 
e Make disciples of all people and the whole world. 


e Because he lives, we can live a brand new life. 
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e By trusting in him and his word. 


Forty percent (40%) responded that because Jesus lives, we can live 
brand new lives by trading in all of the elements that serve to confine 
or inhibit us from elements that promote new life, power and vision. 


¢ Reflect on what is working and what is not. Devise a new plan 
and implement. 


e Allow Jesus’ new power and vision to work in your life. 
e Pray and believe. 
Ten percent (10%) responded: Others 
e When you open yourself to the word of God. 
* By accepting change in your life. 
Question 2 — How did the sermon suggest that renewal can take place? 


Eighty percent (80%) responded because Jesus lives we can live new 
lives. We can trade in sorrow for joy, defeat for victories and become 
a new creation through Christ. 


® When God gives you new directions you need to listen. 
¢ We can trade our negatives for positives. 
e Death to old things and life to new things. 


Twenty percent (20%) responded that God will turn you around and 
give you new habits, new life and hopes. 


Question 3 — What current condition in your life or church did the information in this 
sermon and biblical text remind you of? 


Forty percent (40%) responded that the sermon reminded them of how 
many lost souls we need to bring into the church. 


¢ You can start over regardless of your circumstances. 


Sixty percent (60%) responded of not being employed, being single, or having 
financial, legal and health issues. Strive to be an instrument for change that makes a 
positive difference. 
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e Losing power as a business owner. Help me to remember that I have the same 
power in me thru God that Jesus has. 


e Ihave joined a gym and hired a personal trainer to achieve improved health 
and wellness. 


Question 4 — What knowledge and growth did you achieve as a result of this sermon and 
biblical text? 


Forty percent 40% responded that God will give you a brand new power for victory 
and vision. 


e God wants to do a new thing in my life. 
e God does not want us to be afraid of change and/or new things. 


e God’s vision is bigger than yesterday. It’s a progressive vision 
packed with power. 


Forty percent 40% responded that the same power that raised Jesus 
from the dead can raise/elevate and renew us. 


e The power will help to achieve our vision. 
e Let go and let God do his thing. 
e New vision, new purpose, new determination. 


Twenty percent 20% responded that this is a wake-up call, with things happening in 
our lives. We have to focus on God and not get discouraged by the negativity around 
us. 


e Don’t let your circumstances dictate the outcome of our life. 
Others responded 
e The power is from the Holy Ghost. 
e The same power that raised Jesus is in me. 
e Put your hands in God’s hands. God will open windows and close doors. 
Question 5 ~ What did the sermon compel you to do? 


Forty percent (40%) responded that it is time to pursue a new career. 
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e My job situation has run its course. 
e Doa brand new thing with my business. 


e God is waiting for me to open up for new opportunities so that 
he can use me to be a blessing to someone else. 


Forty percent (40%) responded to pray, read the word/share the word of Jesus. 
e Go and make disciples of all nations. 
* Things I used to do, I don’t do anymore. 
Others responded to achieve financial stability 
® It’s time for a change. 
e Leave sorrow of losing a career behind. 
e Get ready for God to do a new thing in your life. 


e To have a zeal for God, study and show thyself approved. 


Bible Study Series 

The Bible study series was conducted in the same way as the sermon series. There 
were three pericopae selected for this phase of the field experience. The first session was 
taken from the book of Ezekiel 37:1-14. How God Renews served as the central theme. In 
this study the participants were challenged to wrestle with the notion of coming together 
as the body of Christ after being in a state of dryness. Just as the bones of the valley came 
together to form living beings, so can a congregation have new life when they allow the 
breath of God or a fresh outpouring of the Holy Spirit to indwell them. Renewal is 
possible when we allow God to change situations of plateau and decline in the life of the 


congregation. 


Question 1 — Does renewal ever end or is it an ongoing process? 
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One hundred percent (100%) responded that Renewal is an on-going process. There 
were zero responses that Renewal never ends. Some responses: 


e Life is a journey. We are always in a process. 
e We should constantly renew accordingly. 


e It is an on-going relationship with God for one’s personal 
growth. 


Question 2 — Have you ever been led to do something unusual in order to 
achieve spiritual renewal? 


One hundred percent (100%) responded yes that they were led to do something 
unusual in order to achieve spiritual renewal. Some responses: 


e Leaving a job during a recession. 
e Lost everything. God replaced it back threefold. 


e Yes, but at the same time, I didn’t know that God was renewing 
my life. 


e Absolutely. 
Question 3 — Who plays the more critical role in renewal, God or us? 


Fifty-four percent (54%) responded that it is God who plays the critical role in 
renewal. Some responses: 


e God presents. We obey. 
© We follow God’s lead. 
@ We need God’s infallible spirit to be rightly renewed. 


Twenty-three percent (23%) said it is “Us” who plays a critical role in renewal. Some 
responses: 


e We do our part and then God renews our spirit. 
e Werenew our heart and mind. 


Twenty-three percent (23%) said it was “both”, God and us who play the more 
critical role in renewal. Some responses: 
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e It’s both because we are in a relationship. 
e God initiates the instruction and we follow. 
e The roles are equal. 

The second lesson was taken from 2 Corinthians 5:17. The central theme of this 
lesson was The New Creation. In this lesson the participants were encouraged to refrain 
from looking at the decline of the church in negative ways but see the opportunity for God 
to create something new from what already exist. This was an excellent opportunity for 
participants to seek forgiveness for not continuing in the process of making disciples of 
Jesus Christ. It was also a time of repentance, reconciliation and renewal. Renewed 
commitment to the work of the church was experienced. Three questions were critical to 
this lesson. 

Question 1 — Do saved, born again persons need spiritual renewal? 


One hundred percent (100%) responded yes that born again persons need spiritual 
renewal. Some responses: 


e Spiritual renewal allows us to grow. 
e It’s a continuous process until we see Jesus face to face. 
e Being saved is the start; change is the renewal. 

Question 2 — What are some qualities of a spiritually renewed individual? 
e Forty percent (40%) responded with being on fire for the Lord. 
e Thirty percent (30%) responded with love. 
e Twenty percent (20%) responded with dedication. 


e Ten percent (10%) responded with other qualities such as new energy, power, 
attitude, love, hope and faith. 


Question 3 — Does spiritual renewal eliminate sin from our lives? 


108 
Ninety-two percent (92%) responded no, that spiritual renewal does not eliminate sin 
from our lives. Some responses: 
e Spiritual renewal allows us to overcome sin. 
e Spiritual renewal replenishes what we lose. 
e Sin is eliminated by your actions. 


Eight percent (8%) responded yes, that spiritual renewal eliminates sin from our lives. 
A typical response was: 


e Spiritual renewal eliminates the power and penalty of sin. 


The last Bible study lesson was taken from Acts 2:42-47. The central theme for 
this lesson was Characteristics of a Renewed Church. In this lesson, participants were 
challenged see the difference that could be made in the life of the congregation when they 
apply the biblical principles of devoting themselves to working together, learning the 
concepts of congregational renewal and development. In this lesson, the writer wanted to 
impress upon the participants the importance of coming together as the body of Christ 
and participating fully in the life of the church. When this happens, the church will lack 
nothing and the church will experience an increase in those being saved with the life of 


the church and community. Two questions were critical to this study. 


Question 1 — What should the responses of a spiritually renewed church be? 
To God 
e Fifty-four percent (54%) responded to obedience. 
* Twenty-three (23%) responded to grateful. 
e Twenty-three (23%) responded to dedication. 
To Fellow Members 


e Seventy-five percent (75%) responded with love. 
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e Twenty-five percent (25%) responded with compassion. 


To Community 
e 77% responded with service. 


e Twenty-three percent (23%) responded with welcome. 


To the World 
e Forty-six percent (46%) responded with example. 
e Thirty percent (30%) responded with love. 
e Twenty-four percent (24%) responded with teach the Gospel. 
- Question 2 ~ What are some critical factors that can impact a church’s success in 
instituting spiritual renewal among its members? 
e Forty-six percent (46%) responded with leadership. 
¢ Thirty-eight percent (38%) responded with accountability. 


e Sixteen percent (16%) responded with prayer and love. 
SWOT: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats 


The final part of the field experience toward a renewed and revitalized 
congregation was the SWOT analysis. The congregation underwent a significant and 
comprehensive analysis that is included in the appendix of this document. The summary 


of the findings are as follows: 


Strengths 


o Rev. Kenneth Marcus is well known, liked and respected internally 
and in the community. 


o Excellent worship experience. 


e Sunday sermons provide inspirational messages. 
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* Drama, worship and arts presentations are well done and well 
received. 


* Shuttle service works well in transporting attendees to and from 
the parking lots. 


o Diverse ministry opportunities for members to serve. 
* Ministry Leaders understand why they exist. 


= Reaching out to the community through Prison ministry, 
providing meals, food distribution and computer classes. 


« Partnerships within the community through Young Family 
Resource Center, Harmony House, Cobb Works and computer 
classes. 


o Strong Christian Education offerings for children and adults. 
" Corporate & Small Group Studies popular with participants. 


« Train the trainers programs to ensure leaders are prepared to 
teach. 


= Membership Nurture extending love and care for members. 


© Youth programs that promotes ministry work and worship with 
peers. 


Weaknesses 
Oo Marketing/Communications 
* Target market not clearly defined. 
e Website is out of date. 
* Church signage not effective. 


« Difficult to get ministry announcements aired on DTMD 
ministry cast. 


* Lack of communication to others about what is happening 
within YPD and other ministries. 


* Youth groups. 


Lack of bilateral communication between ministries and 
administrative services. 


No published church calendar communicated to the leadership. 


Flow chart of responsibilities, policies and procedures will help 
ministries move. 


Forward in excellence. 

Infrastructure. 

Inadequate staffing to support the ministry of the church. 
Processes and procedures unclear or not in place. 


Members and visitors not able to “navigate” various aspects of 
the church. 


Safety procedures are not communicated, printed or posted. 


Lack of finances; ministries need budgets in place to carry out 
their mission. 


Church van service is not consistent with pickups; unable to 
communicate with members. 


Ministry leader. 


Lack of good tools to measure effective of ministry programs. 


o Leadership 


Selection process for leaders needs to be strengthened. 
There is a need for comprehensive leadership training. 


Leaders need more education & training on the AME 
Discipline. 


Young Adults are not functioning due to lack of leadership. 


Church leadership is not well known in the business 
community. 


o Ministries 


Overlap with the target audience groups across TCC ministries. 


LET 
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No dedicated children/youth wing or space (Kid Zone). 


Connection and community impact needs to be stronger and 
deeper; more programs specifically for the surrounding 
community. 


Need more mission trips. 


Assimilation of members into the church is not strong, more 
SHAPE classes. 


Members don’t feel empowered to witness. 
Lay Ministry is at a standstill. 


Worship ministries are working as separate entities. No fusion. 


Opportunities 


oO Marketing /Communications 


Devise a plan that best helps the TCC family know what is 
happening in ministry. 


Create and post regular announcements via radio, TV & 
newspaper. 


Develop and create marketing plans. Bring the website up to 
date. 


Find ways to improve communication (to leaders) on a master 
calendar. 


Place inserts inside of Evangelism Visitor Handouts. 


© Infrastructure 


Swiftly develop systems to create a sound infrastructure; i.e. 
SOPs, processes. 


Develop and create a comprehensive stewardship plan. 


Develop plan for a working ministry budget. 
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e Strategize ways and have accessible communication about 
standards for funding ministry work. 


o Leadership 

e Create a strategy and process for appointing leaders. 

e Provide easy and accessible learning opportunities for leaders. 
Oo Ministries 


e Assess community feedback & build appropriate outreach 
response. 


e Assess new members’ ministry for new and innovative 
components. 


® Include recommendations for the assimilation of members. 


e Create a comprehensive plan to inform the congregation on 
evangelism and witnessing (new wave components). 


e Properly identify target audience of each ministry or find ways 
to collaborate across TCC Purpose groups to avoid overlap and 
duplication of ministry activity. 


* Create strategies for increasing the number of youth involved in 
ministries, including possibly more mission trips. 


e Explore ways to create “kid-friendly” youth areas in the church. 


Threats 


© Other churches are continuing to expand into the Cobb and 
surrounding areas with innovative and up to date ministries. 


o TCC has a history of facilitating change slowly. The leaders and 
membership become apathetic with non-action. 


© Obtaining the finances to fund the growth of the vision in difficult 
economic times. 


o Youth involvement numbers could stay the same or decrease. 
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Close-mindedness. 


Inability/unwillingness to change for the common good of the 
church and church work. 


Members may feel angry or hurt by the implementation of changes 
that have resulted from the data gathered in the Strategic Planning 


Process. 
Lack of visibility in the community could impact Turner’s position 
in the greater community. 


CHAPTER SIX 


REFLECTION, SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


This project was birthed out of concern for the decline, plateau and even death of 
mainline congregations in general, and the African Methodist Episcopal Church in 
particular. For well over twenty years, the writer has been appointed as the Senior Pastor 
of Turner Chapel AME Church in Marietta Georgia. From its humble beginnings, the 
congregation has grown from one hundred fifty (150) to well over six thousand (6,000) 
members. During this time period, the writer has enjoyed the fruits of his labor by 
growing a small congregation to become a very large congregation. As the writer reflects 
critically on those early days, he vividly remembers a time and a day when after all his 
hard work, the leadership of the church would not grant him a raise. While those days are 
long gone and the professional ministry team has grown tremendously, the writer now 
has more complicated issues to address: the plateau and decline of church membership. 

Reflections on the writer’s ministry journey would uncover similarities in his 
personal spiritual journey and his journey with Turner Chapel. While his spiritual journey 
began as a child and was nurtured and developed by parents, energized Bible study 
participants, church pastors and leaders, he in many ways nurtured Turner Chapel from 
critical care to a strong and vibrant spiritual institution in the life of its community. The 
spiritual journey of the writer has been one of moving from one spiritual foundation to 


another to ultimately seeing him earn the doctor of ministry degree, the highest 
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educational attainment for local church pastors. The journey of the church has been that 
of growing from a smali membership church with a single pastor and limited ministries to 
a mega church with a multi-staffed and multidimensional ministry. When these two 
journeys of faith converge, passion emerged from the writer in order to eradicate the 
vestiges of decline to positioning his congregation to be at the cutting edge of 
congregational growth. 

As part of the writer’s research, it was discovered that there are several reasons 
mainline congregations decline. Spiritual lethargy, social irrelevance, competition with 
youth sporting events, not being able to provide solid and concise answers to tough and 
complex doctrinal questions and a lack of community are some of the more common 
reasons cited. It was also suggested that congregations are in decline because members 
are in denial and are unwilling to address the issues noted above in a timely manner. 

Although a lot is said about mega churches and their continued growth, not all 
mega churches are experiencing consistent growth. Many are working overtime to avoid 
plateauing. Therefore, it must be said with certainty that church decline happens to large 
and small churches alike. The size of the church has. a lot to do with the rate in which 
church decline is realized. The size of church plays a significant part in whether a church 
in decline can rebound or continue to spiral into an appointment with closure. 

In response to the reality of decline and plateauing, Turner Chapel has taken an 
aggressive approach to uncovering the reasons for its decline. While the congregation has 
not completely solved its immediate concern of declining membership, it has positioned 


itself to fully recover to a place of sustainability and vitality. 
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The most important aspect of this entire project was that a significant cross 
section of members participated in fact-finding because they believe in their church. They 
believe in each other and they believe in their spiritual leader. The next challenge for this 
congregation and the writer is the implementation phase of the good work they have 
already begun. 

As this phase of the project comes to completion, the writer has discovered a 
number of realities that he believes would be helpful to other congregation experiencing 
decline, plateau or death. First, renewal is cyclical as well as seasonal. It is an ongoing 
process. The writer and his congregation have determined, based on the results of this 
study as well as from their SWOT analysis, which the church should always be in the 
process of renewal. The church should be going in, already in or coming out of the 
renewal process. The moment a congregation stops renewing itself is the moment that 
denial and decline sets in. 

Adam Hamilton, Senior Pastor of the twelve thousand (12,000+) member Church 
of the Resurrection, a United Methodist Congregation, makes the point by saying that 
every quadrennial, his congregation reinvents themselves. They reinvent their vision and 
mission, the way they approach evangelism and discipleship, the way they worship, the 
kinds of ministries they engage in and the way they interact with the community. 
Hamilton says doing so keeps his congregation ever searching, ever seeking and ever 
finding innovative ways of making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the 
world. 

Churches, organizations and even individuals go through these cycles or seasons 


of life/death, peaks/valleys and winters/springs. Renewal should therefore be anticipated 
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and welcomed like the spring season after winter. When the church commits itself to 
constant change and transformation, congregational life will be renewing, refreshing and 
reverberating. As members of the congregation anticipate newness, change and variety, 
they become a part of the process of making renewal possible; not by resisting it but by 
welcoming it in every aspect of the church’s life. As members grow in their 
understanding and awareness of the ongoing new thing that God is doing within their 
midst, they become compelled to share the gospel in new, bold and ever changing ways. 
What a joy it is to have members of the congregation living out their witness of faith with 
great anticipation and expectation of the new that will happen because they are 
intentional about making it so. 

God is the one who initiates renewal. Renewal is a divine prerogative. However, it 
is up to the individual church, organization or person to embrace renewal. While God is 
always creating in the moment, often times, as members of the body of Christ called the 
church, we do not perceive it. God is a God of renewal. As morning by morning, new 
mercies are experienced to be shared with others. 

In order to capitalize on the renewal blessings of God, congregations must adopt a 
DNA of never ending, ever evolving change and transformation. This does not mean 
change for the sake of change, rather, change for the sake of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
The things that worked ten years ago will not work today just as the person we married 
ten years ago is not the same person today. When we are able to accept and embrace this 
truism, God will be able to add to congregations regularly, those who are being saved. 

Renewal is difficult and uncomfortable yet necessary. The old is often 


incompatible with the new. Renewal is difficult and uncomfortable because we have 
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become comfortable with the old and the familiar. However, many congregations never 
stop and realize that change is not an option. Change happens in life without permission. 
We cannot stop the church from evolving anymore than we can stop the aging process in 
life. Once congregations realize that renewal is seasonal, they should also realize that 
members are seasonal as well. 

For such a time as this, we are blessed to be a blessing, but at some point, we are 
told that unless a single grain of wheat falls to the earth and dies, it remains just as single 
grain. But if it dies, it bears much fruit.’ In the same way, congregations must accept the 
fact that if we try to stop the natural process of growth and transformation of the church, 
we participate in its death. 

Therefore, if a congregation is willing to do the difficult and often uncomfortable 
work of renewal in order to thwart decline, plateau and death, they must apply a two level 
approach to renewal. The first level of renewal should be the practical and the second 
level of renewal should be the spiritual. 

When beginning the practical level, the first step is that of awareness. Awareness 
occurs when a congregation is mature enough to admit its need for renewal and work on a 
plan to ensure that renewal takes place. The next step is the evaluation: the detailed work 
necessary to determine what is declining, dead or dying and the steps necessary for 
renewal. Decline and death do not happen all at once. They usually begin with programs, 
systems and ministries that are not operation at acceptable levels of performance. When 
every aspect of ministry is evaluated, it will stimulate awareness leading to action toward 
renewal. Wisdom is needed to provide appropriate transition from that which is old to 
that which is new. When wisdom prevails, making necessary changes will be welcomed 


‘In 12: 24-26 
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as an opportunity rather than unwelcomed as a threat. Finally there is elasticity: the 
attitude of openness needed to embrace that which is new. Not every member will 
embrace the new immediately, in situations when there is resistance to accept the new, 
care should be taken to be pliable and elastic so that the greater good will emerge. Some 
members will need to warm up to the new, especially when what is new is replacing the 
old which has been a staple and favorite over the years. 

The spiritual phase should always begin with prayer. Prayer is foundational to the 
success of any ministry or plan. After fervent prayer has been offered, members must be 
able to operate in the realm of faith. Faith in this context is the need to totally depend and 
trust in God to renew and restore that which is dying. When a congregation operates out 
of faith and dependence on God, they will not get ahead of God’s plan, allowing God 
time to prepare the purpose, the people, and the place for renewed vitality. Repentance is 
also necessary. Without repentance, truth telling and owning the truth, the results of 
inadequacy will not exist. Repentance is the attitude necessary as a prerequisite for the 
presence of God for renewal work. Repentance says that the congregation is ready for 
change. Finally, in order for the spiritual phase of renewal to take place, there must be the 
presence of the Holy Spirit. It is the Spirit of God who permeates our presence and 
manages the task of renewal among us. 

The church is the most important institution on earth. It cannot and will not die. 
Individual congregations must make it their responsibility to carry out the Great 
Commission of Jesus Christ from generation to generation. 

Statistics shows that in 2011 there are still more non-churchgoers than there are 


churchgoers. This means that the harvest is still plentiful and there should be no decline 
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in local church membership when soul winning become a significant priority in the life of 
all churches. Although dogma, denominationalism, polity and preference are anchor 
whipping posts for most churches, they should not take priority over the processes of 
renewal, restoration and regeneration. God has placed too much in our hands to allow 
minor differences to blind us from the true mission of the church, which is to be available 
so that all might be saved. 

Turner Chapel is a wonderful congregation, made up of heroes and sheroes of 
yesterday and today. People who have placed their hands on the gospel plow and did not 
look back, but worked tirelessly to forge a future for unborn generations. The historical 
legacy of Turner Chapel has set the pace for new and upcoming people of God to come to 
a greater knowledge of the love that is found in Christ Jesus. 

Not only has this project benefitted the members of Turner Chapel and the 
community it serves, it is hoped that this project will help local congregations within the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church specifically and all other congregations generally, 
who are experiencing decline, plateau and the possibility of death. The model as it is 
presented makes a strong argument for replication because of its practical and user 
friendly methodology. 

May God grant declining, plateauing and near death congregations the 


audacity and courage to take a stand for renewal, revitalization and restoration. 
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Sermon Notes: Rev. Kenneth E. Marcus 
Title: “Get Ready for Divine Renewal” 
Scripture: Isaiah 43:16-21 (Focus on 18 & 19a) 
Date: April 3, 2011 
The wisdom writer, Solomon, in his wonderful work called Ecclesiastes, has penned the 
following words, which many of us have undoubtedly heard, “To everything there is a 
season and a time for every purpose under the heavens.” He continues, a time to be born 
and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to pluck up that which is planted. A time to 
kill and a time to heal, a time to break down and a time to build up, a time to weep and a 
time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance. The Sage suggests in these sentences 
that everything exist in seasons and cycles. And therefore, we should never accept the 
current state of things as being permanent. Winter does not last always. The folks up 
North might wish to argue with us, since they have just been exposed to a few days of 
snow, but the wisdom of the Sage will prevail...Spring has arrived. The pollen and 
allergy season is here. Trust me, I know. There is a time for everything and a season for 
every activity under the heaven. Organizations rise and then they fall. Sports teams have 
their hey days. They repeat, three-peat and sometimes may even four-peat, but eventually 
they will begin a downward trend. There is a time to be born and a time to die and then a 
time of rebirth, renewal, a time to be born again and die again. Everybody and 
everything in life, experiences a Fall and a Winter. A falling down and a dying, but 
everyone and everything in life can also look forward to a Spring and a Summer, a rebirth 
and a renewal of life and activity. And my brothers and sisters, this, to some extent is 
what is happening in our text for today. Israel, the select, special, favored and chosen 
children of God, have been destroyed and desolated and the few who remain, the 


remnant, are now living in exile in Babylon. Israel, those chosen of God and those 
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beloved of God, Israel, these brothers and sisters who had been birthed by Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob, brought to Egypt by Joseph, burdened and enslaved by Pharaoh, 
emancipated and freed by Moses and carried to their promise land by Joshua, Israel. 
These brothers and sisters who were governed for 325 years by judges like Othniel, Ehud, 
Deborah, Gideon, Jepthah and Samson, Israel, these brothers and sisters who were united 
by Saul, her first Monarch, solidified and made it to a powerful nation by David, her 
second Monarch. Economically empowered and made rich by Solomon, her third 
monarch, who became divided and headed for her downfall under Rehoboam, her fourth 
monarch. Israel, these chosen by God and beloved by God, these brothers and sisters 
who had watched God open up a path in the Red Sea, these brothers and sisters who had 
watched God feed them with manna from on high. These brothers and sisters who had 
watched God send water from a rock when they were thirsty, watched God destroy 
armies all by God’s self, defeat 30, 000 with 300. These brothers and sisters who had 
watched God destroy a city wall with a director, his music band and his singing and 
shouting choir members. Israel, these brothers and sisters were now in exile. Their faith 
was floundering and failing. Their enthusiasm was all but extinguished. Their joy was 
just about depleted and their hope was all but lost. They had witnessed the downfall of 
their state, the destruction of their temple, the dispersion of their people and the 
disintegration of the Davidic dynasty, their divinely instituted system of government and 
leadership. My friends, for many of them it had appeared that the god of Babylon had 
won and Yaweh had now ceased to operate on their behalf. So even though they still 
celebrated the wonderful and mighty works of God through worship, even though they 


still sung the songs of Zion and prayed religiously, with their faces turned to the temple 
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in Jerusalem, even though they still clung to the traditions of old and victories of the past, 
even though they still had church every Sabbath day, my friends, their rituals had become 
routine. Their praises were more procedural then personal. Their music was more noise 
then celebration and their prayers were long and pious but had no power. They met in 
worship, but they never really expected anything to happen in worship or after worship. 
Lord, have mercy. They were going through the motions every time they met in worship, 
but never really expected God to move in a mysterious way or in a new way in their lives 
or their situations. They never anticipated, never imagined, never believed or certainly 
did not expect that their God, the God of creation and the God of renewal would do a new 
thing in their lives. Lord, have mercy, y’all, we have churches and church folk like that 
today. We’ve been in exile for so long, we’ve been enslaved for so long, we’ve been 
dying for so long, we’ve been down for so long, we’ve been in a rut for so long, we’ve 
been in decline for so long that now we do not believe that God can or that God will do a 
new thing in our lives, in our churches, in our communities or even in our country. We 
come to church and even like Israel in our text we just go through the motions. Never 
anticipating, never imagining and never expecting that God would do a new a thing in our 
lives and in our situations. My friends, we have given up hope in so many places, we 
have lost our vision. We do not see possibilities. We only see problems. We do not see a 
way out. We have forgotten that God is still on the throne and that God still has all power 
in God’s hands. Some of us have given up hope. Well, into this scenario arises our 
prophet, Deutero Isaiah, most of us no doubt are acquainted with his general name, 
Isaiah, but the biblical scholars, those brothers and sisters who have committed their lives 


to the serious study and scholarship of the scriptures have called him Deutero Isaiah or 
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Second Isaiah, to differentiate him from Isaiah the prophet, the writer of Isaiah, chapters 
1-39 and from Trito Isaiah, the writers of Chapters 56-66. Deutero Isaiah, the writer of 
40-55, appears in our text today, with what I think is a peculiar and puzzling word of 
prophetic proclamation and radical renewal. He announces as he always does, this is 
what the Lord says, he who made a way through the sea, a path through the mighty 
waters, who drew out the chariots and horses, the army and reinforcements together and 
they lay there never to rise no more, extinguished, snuffed out like a wick. Forget the 
former things, do not dwell on the past, see I am doing a new thing. Now it springs up, 
do you not perceive it. I am making a way out of the desert and streams in ihe wasteland, 
the wild animals honor me, the jackals and the owls because I provide water in the desert 
and streams in the wasteland to give drink to my people, my chosen people, the people I 
formed for myself that they may proclaim my praise. My friends, the entire passage in 
my opinion is not in and of itself puzzling and peculiar. Verses 16 and 17 are relatively 
familiar verses. They contain what we call, the Exodus motif, which Deutero Isaiah 
loved to use when he wished to remind Israel about what God had done for them in the 
past. Whenever Second Isaiah wanted to present God in God’s glory and in God’s 
splendor to his exiled children, he would remind them of the God who had brought them. 
out of Egypt, and who made a way out of no way through the Red Sea. Verses 16 and 
17, I tell oie is not puzzling or peculiar. Neither are verses 19c — verses 21, where the 
prophet talks about God intending to make a way in the desert. The making of a way in 
the desert are familiar words both to us and to Israel. Isaiah would often compare God’s 
impending deliverance of his people from exile to his former deliverance of them through 


the wilderness. My friends, we are well familiar with this wilderness motif. For it is the 
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motif selected by John the Baptist, to announce the coming of our deliverer and our 
savior, Jesus Christ. When John announces I am the voice of one, crying in the 
wilderness, prepare ye the way of the Lord, make straight his paths in the desert, neither 
verses 16 and 17, nor verses 19b — 21 are especially puzzling or peculiar. But my friend, 
it is this verse 18 -19b that appears to be somewhat oddly peculiar and exegetically 
puzzling. In verse 18, Isaiah proclaims to Israel, forget the former things do not dwell on 
the past. Now I don’t know about y’all, but I find this to be a bit puzzling. What is Isaiah 
really saying? Forget the former things, do not consider the things of the old, forget all 
that God has done in days past. I mean what is Isaiah really saying? Forget the mighty 
acts of God, forget the wonderful deeds of God, forget the parting of the Red Sea, forget 
the healing of the bitter waters at Marah, forget the decisive battle at Rephidim, forget the 
miraculous victory at Jericho. Isaiah, what are you saying? Forget the former things. 
This, my friends, is puzzling. Isaiah could not possibly be saying to Israel, to forget the 
former acts of God and the mighty blessings of old. It just doesn’t sound right cause, 
firstly, it is not like him. No, no, Deutero Isaiah took special pride in accounting the 
mighty acts of God. In fact in the preceding pericope, verses 8-15, Isaiah places Yahweh 
on trial with the other gods. It is a trial to determine who is the real God and he calls on 
Israel to be witnesses of Yahweh and to testify as to the mighty acts and the deeds that 
Yahweh has done on their behalf in the past. No, it could not be to forget what God has 
done in the past. No, that’s not it. In fact God wants us to remember things of the past. 
Too many of us forget too much, too quickly. I ain’t getting no Amen’s but I know what 
Iam talking about. We forget from whence we came. We forget the folks who helped us 


along the way. We forget when we came to the church and the folks prayed for us and 
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helped us when we were struggling and our future looked dim. We forget how God 
intervened in our circumstances and took what looked like sure defeat and turned it into 
unexpected victory. Too many of us forget too much too quickly. We forget that we 
weren’t always this blessed. We forget that we didn’t always have several cars. We forget 
we didn’t always have indoor plumbing. Some of us forget that we didn’t always eat 
prime rib and caviar and lobster. No, no we used to eat chicken feet and chicken necks 
and pig tails and listen, pig ears. Lookie here folks, listen up, sons and daughters of 
Richard Allen, don’t you forget from whence you came. Don’t forget the mothers and 
fathers who have labored so hard so we could enjoy what we have today. Don’t do it. 
Don’t forget. Don’t forget the mothers and fathers who sacrificed so we could stay at the 
Hilton, the Hyatt, the Renaissance or the Ritz Carlton. No, no, no, somebody worked so 
that we could enjoy what we have today, as sun-kissed sons and daughters of this nation. 
These blessings didn’t just show up. Somebody worked. Somebody fasted and prayed. 
Somebody persevered. Somebody held on to God’s unchanging hand so that we could be 
here today and don’t you forget it. I wish had some help up in here. Don’t forget the 
many times God has opened doors and made ways when we didn’t think we could make 
it, when we were not the best stewards, when our mistakes and mess-ups threatened the 
existence of the church. Don’t you forget, God always stepped in, saving us and 
sustaining us. Don’t you forget what God has done. Don’t you forget what the Lord has 
done for you personally. When you were sick, God healed you. When you were in 
trouble, God delivered you. When you were out of a job, God sustained you. When you 
were broke, God blessed you. Don’t you forget what the Lord has done for you 


personally. When you were homeless, God housed you. When you were carless, God 
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chauffeured you. When you were rejected God elevated you. When you were lonely, God 
befriended you. When you were discouraged God encouraged you. When you were 
young and foolish, God protected you. When you were old and foolish, God still 
protected you. When you were lost in sin, God found you and God saved you. I stopped 
by to tell you don’t you forget what God has done in your life. I’ve done made up my 
mind. When I think about the goodness of the Lord and all that God has done for me, 
I’ve done made up in my mind, I’1l never forget what God has done in my life, how he 
brought me out, how he protected me, how he picked me up, how he blessed my life, 
Jesus, I’Il never forget what you’ve done for me, Jesus, I will never forget how you’ve set 
me free. Say yeah! No, don’t forget. 

Well, preacher, if God does want us to remember the things of old and to be witnesses of 
the former things, you know, his mighty acts of the past, then what is his prophet talking 
about, what is Isaiah saying to Israel and to us in this 18™ verse, forget the former things 
and do not dwell on the past...what is he saying? Well, well, one scholar has suggested 
that Isaiah’s proclamation to Israel is not so much to forget the former things, it’s not 
really to disassociate oneself from the rich traditions of yester year, rather it is an appeal 
to a people of a nation that is in decline to quit looking back and living in the past and to 
open up their minds to the fact that God is a God of renewal and God wants to do a brand 
new thing in their lives. God wants to renew them. God wants to take them from death to 
life, from near extinction to prominence, from failure to success, from decline to vitality, 
God wants to do a new thing in their lives. And listen here Turner Chapel, God wants to 
do a new thing in our lives today. Am I right about it? God who is the God of yesterday, 


today and tomorrow, God who is the alpha and the omega, the first and the last, God who 
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is in tune with our glorious yesterdays, our challenging todays and our not yet known 
tomorrows. God wants to renew us. God wants to do a brand new thing in our lives, in 
our churches, in our ministries. God wants to renew us. If we could just quit living the 
past, in the land of what we used to do, in the land of what we did, Lord have mercy. I’m 
not getting much Amen’s, but I’m going to keep preaching this thing, cause you see, 
some of us are forever living in the past. Whenever we talk, it’s always when I was 
president, or when I was the lead singer in the choir, or when I was younger and we were 
running the organization. Our conversation is always rooted in history. The message of 
Isaiah is that we should quit living in the past. My friends, too many of us are rooted, 
grounded and parked in our past. We are rearview mirror drivers, trying to go forward 
but our eyes are always focused behind, in the past and on what we did, who we used to 
be what we used to do, what we used to have. We’re always looking behind. But God is 
looking for some individuals who are future focused and vision driven. Y’all, God is 
looking for visionaries, come on now, be a visionary, be a person who can celebrate and 
appreciate the past, yet who yearn and long for the future that God has promised God’s 
people. Be a visionary. God is looking for visionaries to lead God’s church and to lead 
God’s people into divine renewal. Be a visionary, be a member or a minister who sees 
opportunities, rather then obstacles, who sees stepping stones rather than stumbling 
blocks, who prefer to focus on what we have instead of what we don’t have and who 
chooses to be grateful rather than to grumble. Be a visionary! God is looking for 
visionaries to lead God’s church and God’s people into divine renewal. Church folk who 
are not afraid of the future, yet who posseses a faith in God and a faith in the future. Isn’t 


that what faith is all about? Isn’t faith the substance of things hoped for, and the evidence 
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of things not seen? God is looking for some visionaries. Quit looking in the past. Things 
may not be the best right now, you may have gone through a rough, tough season in your 
life, but you’ve got to quit living in the past. I won’t be much longer. Paul says, in 
Philippians 3:14, 15, he said forgetting those things which are behind and reaching for 
those things that are before, he said I press on towards the mark for the prize of the high 
calling in Christ Jesus. Listen here Turner Chapel, we have to quit living in the past. 
Come on now, quit living in the past. Quit crying over spilt milk. If it is under the bridge, 
leave it there, but quit living in the past. We have to forget how we flunked out in school 
last semester and instead develop a new determination to make A’s this year in all of your 
classes. You’ve got to forget. You’ve got to forget how you’ve messed up your life last 
year and then make up your mind that you will put the pieces back together and press on 
in the name of the Lord. You’ve got to forget how you messed up that job last year. 
Thank God for the job you’ve got this year. Try not to repeat the same mistakes, but use 
them as stepping stones this time around and learn how to press on. Yeah! Forget about 
that person who messed over you last year, or whenever. Tell yourself, he didn’t know 
better. She didn’t have any better sense. End the anger. Halt the feud. Repair the 
relationship and go on and rebuild the unity of the faith. Yeah, you’ve got to forget. 
Forget about that Negro who broke your heart five years ago. Forget about him. Trust 
God to give you a healing and find you some new love to give to someone else. But 
you’ve got to quit living in the past. Quit going through the motions and learn how to 
approach tomorrow with a new attitude. Remind yourself that you serve a God who is in 
charge of spiritual rebirth and personal renewal. Yeah, I’m just about through. God 


specializes in transitioning individuals and organizations from one season to the next 
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season, from one cycle to the next cycle, from the old to the new, from being stagnant to 
being vibrant, from declining to prospering, from death to life. I ain’t going to be much 
longer, but I’ve got to tell you this. It’s the second thing God is saying to Israel.It’s right 
there in verse 19, God says, “See I’m doing a new thing”, God wants us to know that if 
we trust God, if we connect with God, if we believe in God, then God can and God will 
do a new thing in our lives. Watch, God says, see, in other words, behold, take note, be 
aware, watch out I’m doing a new thing. Paul the apostle put it this way, in IT 
Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore if any man or any woman is in Christ, he or she is a new 
creation; old things have passed away and behold all things have become new. John, the 
revelator, wrote it this way. He said, he that sat on the throne said behold, I make all 
things new, I’m just about through, God wants us to know that God is able, God is 
capable of doing new things in our lives and in our situations, God wants to renew us. 
Oh Lord have mercy, you ought to trust God with your personal rebirth. You ought to 
trust God with your organizational restructuring. You ought to trust God with your 
ministry resurgence. You ought to trust God with your church renewal. I’m here to tell 
you, God will show you the way. He will direct your path. He will order your steps. He 
will guide your feet. God will do a new thing in your household, in your family in your 
marriage, in your business. God will do a new thing in your organization, in your 
ministry, in your life, in your church. Yeah! I don’t know what exactly you need today or 
what you’re looking for but our God is a renewing God. Our God is a God of renewal. 


Our God is ready to do a new thing in your life. Say yeah! 
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Sermon Notes — Rev. Kenneth E. Marcus 
Title: “The Real Deal behind Spiritual Renewal” 
Scripture: Matthew 9:14-17 
Date: Sunday, April 10, 2011 
On last Monday night, a line of severe thunder storms came through the state of Georgia. 
You probably remember it. It was severe. It came with lightning, with thunder, with 
winds that clocked at times 80 mph. It had the potential at certain places to drop hail as 
large as golf balls and spun tornados in certain parts of the state. As a result of the severe 
weather, lives were lost. It was a line of severe thunder storms. When I heard my TV 
beeping and the weather radio that mom bought beeping, I turned to the weather channel 
because I said I needed to see what is going on here because this sounds serious. So I 
flicked to the weather channel to see if I could get an explanation for this severe line of 
thunder storms and the weather person said something that struck me, something that got 
my attention. The weather man said that these storms, these severe thunder storms that 
are coming through the South East are typical of the spring season. That got my attention 
because in my own puny mind, when I thought of Spring, I didn’t think of severe thunder 
storms. When I thought about Spring I thought about lush green trees and green lawns. 
When I thought about Spring I thought about the winter weather and its dryness and its 
death giving way to the budding and the spurning to that which is new, the green grass 
and the green trees. When I think of Spring, I didn’t think about the storms. I thought 
about the daphodils and the azaleas and the tulips and the peach blossoms. I thought 
about this beautiful scenario, this life giving time of the year. I thought about this time of 
renewal, this time of rebirth. I didn’t think about the storm. The more I thought about it, 
however, I said to myself, it is true, Spring is a combination of beauty and the beast. It is 


a combination of development and destruction. It is a combination of transformation and 
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trouble. Spring is a combination of good and bad. And y’all, the more I thought about it, 
the more I began to realize that Spring is so much like spiritual renewal. Spiritual 
Reacwal is not just wonderful days of transformation. Spiritual Renewal is not just 
wonderful days of being made new in Christ Jesus, but Spiritual renewal comes with ups 
and downs, with trials and troubles, with storms and rains. Spiritual Renewal is really 
uncomfortable. It’s problematic. Sometimes it could even be difficult. Yes, renewal is a 
gift from God. God is the one, I said it last week, God is the one who declared in Isaiah 
chapter 14, verses 18 and19, forget the former things and do not dwell on the past. See I 
am doing a new thing. It is a gift from God. It is God choosing to do a new thing in our 
midst. A new thing in our families, a new thing in our communities, a new thing in our 
churches, It is a gift from God. It is God looking down on us and seeing our struggles, 
seeing our adversities, seeing our trials and seeing our troubles and deciding no more. I 
am going to show up and show out and begin to move in your life with a new thing. It is 
a gift. Renewal is a gift from God. In II Corinthians 5, verse 17, Paul declares that if any 
man be in Christ, he or she is a new creation, a new creature. All things have passed 
away; behold, all things have become new. You know some of us think that the only 
time we experience renewal is when we are born again. Yes, yes, when we become born, 
when we become saved, something new happens in our lives. Yes, yes, when we meet 
the Lord, when we become converted, when we give our lives over to the Lord. Yes, yes, 
something changes in us a great change comes over us. The things we used to do we do 
them no more, and the places we used to go we go there no more. Yes, it’s a great 
change that has come over us since we’ve been born again. Yes we look at our hands and 


sometimes our hands look new and we look at our feet and sometimes they do too yes. 
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But let me tell you something, renewal from God is not something that occurs only when 
you’ve been born again. Spiritual renewal is an ongoing process, an ongoing job, 
something that we work on everyday of our lives. Am I right about it? Paul says in 
Ephesians 4, you were taught with regard to your former ways of life to put off your old 
self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires, to be made new in the attitude of 
your minds and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and 
holiness. In other words, my brothers and my sisters, renewal is an ongoing process that 
we participate in everyday of our lives. We keep putting on the new person. We keep 
putting on the new man, and putting on the new woman, keep putting on the new boy, the 
new child everyday of our lives. Despite where we are and what we’re going through, we 
keep putting on trying to be new, trying to be like Christ, trying to walk like Christ, trying 
to talk like Christ, every day of our lives. It’s an everyday struggle. And my friends, to 
some extent, this dilemma of renewal, which is ongoing, that is filled with ups and 
downs, that is not just a smooth transformation, this renewal that can sometimes have 
difficult days and problematic moments, this renewal can be irritating at times. Y’all still 
don’t get it. You know Spring is a wonderful time. I love Spring time, because what used 
to be dry and dead and brown, suddenly becomes green and beautiful and verdant. It just 
does something to me. When one day you wake up and there is that tree that is covered 
with beautiful flowers and that lawn that is now green and no longer brown. It does 
something to your spirit. It does something to your perspective. Spring is a wonderful 
time of the year. But Spring is also irritating. Those of you who suffer with pollen and 
allergies know what I’m talking about. Spring is irritating. I had to go by my doctor last 


week and say to him give me something...I am tired of sneezing, I am tired of my 
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running nose. I’m tired of my itchy eyes. Please give me something! I’ve been on Zertex 
and that didn’t work. I’ve been on Claritan D and that ain’t done nothing. Now I’m on 
Allegra and it still ain’t working. I said please give me something. Spring is beautiful, 
but Spring can be irritating and that’s the same way, Spiritual Renewal is. It’s beautiful. 
It’s a wonderful thing to be renewed in Christ, to be made new after the image of our 
Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. It’s a wonderful thing to know how to walk like God and 
talk like God and be like Christ. But that process of renewal can also be irritating. I think 
that is what Jesus was trying to deal with in the text. The text says that one day, some of 
John’s disciples came to him, Jesus, and said, “Lord, Master, how come your disciples 
don’t fast like everybody else? The Pharisees, you know, we fast, John’s disciples, we 
fast, the scribes, we fast, how come your group, your church folk, your followers, your 
disciples, how come they don’t fast like everybody else?” And so Jesus said to them, 
“Well, you see, when the bride groom is around”, he was talking in parables, folk don’t 
mourn; when the bride groom is around, no, we party.” I mean we’re talking about a 
Jewish wedding and when the bride groom is there, that is the height of the wedding and 
ain’t nobody mourning. No, it’s a lot of wine and a lot of fun. But after the bride groom 
leaves then the whole attitude changes. The point Jesus is making to these disciples is 
that first of all I am the bride groom, and while I am here, my disciples are permitted to 
do things a little differently. The deeper message is that Jesus is saying, I am doing a 
new thing. I know y’all can’t get with it, 1 know you want me to conform to the way you 
been doing church, but I am doing a new thing. Y’all know Jesus got in trouble for that. 
When he was healing folk on the Sabbath, he got in trouble for that. He was doing a new 


thing and so after he shares that with them, he gives this dual parable. He says, you don’t 
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take, if you’re trying to patch, a piece of clothing, a coat or something you don’t take a 
new piece of cloth and put it in the old cloth, because what happens is after you wash it, 
the new piece will shrink and it will make the tear even worse. Y’all not seamstresses, 
we all just buy clothes and we don’t do much patching so this may miss some of y’all. 
He says neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins. Now I know we don’t know 
much about wineskins, we know about wine, so let me help you. Back in the day, they 
would put the wine in a wineskin and when the wine is in this wineskin, what happens is, 
as the wine ferments, it sends out gases and the gases will cause the wineskin to stretch 
and so as the wine ferments the wineskin stretches and stretches and stretches. So Jesus 
says, you don’t put wine into wineskins which has already stretched. Because when the 
wine ferments it will stretch some more and it will break. The wine will spill, you done 
messed up the wineskin and you done messed up the wine. He said, no, you put new wine 
into new wineskin and in so doing you preserve the wine and the wineskin. It’s a 
parable. It is a parable, so let me see if I can explain or interpret what Jesus is saying 
because it has to do with renewal and dealing with new things. 

The first thing Jesus is trying to say about renewal is that Renewal does not occur easily 
because the old and the new are incompatible. You don’t put new wine in old wineskins. 
It’s going to mess it up. The old and the new are incompatible. You have a whole lot of 
churches throughout the world, throughout the nation and they won’t change. They keep 
doing the same old thing every day. Someone does the same old prayer. The preacher 
does the same sermon. The same old thing day in and day out. They are not growing 
because it’s the same old, same old thing. The reason they do the same old, same old is 


because they don’t want to mix the new with the old. Because when you mix the new 
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with the old, it’s not always compatible and you get issues, you get problems, you get 
stuff. Everybody is not open to that which is new. You have a lot of folk which are 
afraid of that which is new. Jesus says you can’t put new wine in old wineskins because 
they are not compatible and you have difficulties. You’re going to have a struggle. It has 
the potential to cause break ups and dissension and fights when you try to put the new 
and the old together. When I first came to Turner, some twenty years ago and the Lord 
started blessing us with new members, I discovered that we were trying to do all this stuff 
for the new members, trying to get them to come to Turner and stay at Turner and I 
discovered that, and I can talk about this now because it’s been some 20 years ago, I 
discovered that some of the older members were mad at the new members because we 
were giving the new members donuts and orange juice. Y’all know IJ am telling the truth 
if you were around. They brought it up in the Official Board, talking about, “Reverend, 
how come the new folk get orange juice and coffee and we don’t get nothing?” There was 
this rift between the old and the new members. And I was this relatively young man and 
so I am still relatively young, so I went to Dr. Moore up there at St. Philip and said, “Dr. 
Moore, you have to help me. You have this growing church, I mean help me to 
understand how to deal with this rift between the old folk and the new folk.” And you 
know what Dr. Moore said, he said, “Marcus, let me tell you something, try not to mix 
the new berries with the old berries because they don’t mix. They are not compatible. 
The old and the new.” When you’re trying to put old and new together, when you’re 
trying to experience something that which is new with something that is old you can 
expect difficulty. It just aint no other way around it. If you desire to catch God’s 


newness for your life, watch me now, you going have to fight some folk because not 
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everybody is open to that which is new. I don’t know another way to say it. Jesus says 
you can’t put new wine in old wineskins, they just don’t work. They are not compatible. 
It makes it difficult. 

The second thing I want to say is that Spiritual Renewal requires open elastic minds. Our 
minds must be open enough to contain and to receive new ideas. I want you to 
understand church, everything around us is being renewed. I got a brand new phone. 
This phone is not like my grandmother’s phone. Grandma’s phone, first of all had a long 
cord. You couldn’t go far with it. After walking around with it for a little while that cord 
got all tangled up. If you not careful, you might be on the phone talking and that cord 
will strangle you. Everything is being renewed. You see this phone here, I can make 
phone calls, I can do a three way conference call, If I didn’t want to hold it by my ear, I 
can put it down and put it on a speaker. It has something called blue tooth. I just put 
something in my ear and I will be just talking. Y’all might think I’m crazy talking to 
myself, but I’m just talking, having a conversation via blue tooth. Everything is being 
renewed. With this phone I can send and receive emails, text messages. I can tweet. I can 
post something on face book. This phone, this phone, I can go to the bank. I have an app 
for my bank. I can pay my bills. I can transfer money from one account to the next. I 
can read the newspaper. I can look at a movie. I can look at TV. I can look at CNN. I 
can play games. I can read a book. I can listen to music. I can shop. I can read my 
Bible. Got something called Google. I ain’t got to go nowhere, I can stay right where I 
am and gather all the information I want. I can just Google it in seconds. Everything is 
being renewed. Have you checked out the new cars lately? Too expensive? Do like me, 


just check it out. Every year I go down to Atlanta to the auto show. I ain’t got no money. 
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I sit in the car. I smell it. I experience it. They have a new thing now, you can even test 
drive it. Have you noticed what they are doing with cars? You don’t need your key 
anymore to get into your car. Your key can be in your pocket or in your pocket book. 
When you get to the car the door just opens. I mean it doesn’t open, it unlocks. The 
lights, you know you don’t have to turn on your lights anymore. It comes on, at night 
and at day time, it goes off. Wipers you don’t have to turn on your wipers. I’m talking 
about the new cars. They sense water. When the rain comes they start. If it is a real big 
storm...cars are equipped with satellite radio. You can look at movies. Don’t do it if 
you’re in the front seat or if you’re driving. If you’re driving and you’re falling asleep, 
the new cars will alarm you. They’! say, “hey, you sleeping bro.” There are some new 
cars now that when you’re driving in traffic the car will cut off and when the traffic starts 
moving it will come back on. It just cuts off. It will save you some gas. And the neatest 
thing, a lot of us need this, you have cars that will parallel park themselves. You know 
that’s the one that some of us need. We can’t parallel park too well. Everything is being 
renewed. What you trying to say preacher? Don’t walk around with a mind that says no 
to things that are new. When you have a mindset that says no to things that are new, it’s 
like saying no to God. Because God is the one who declares in his word, behold I make 
all things new. Oh, Lord, have mercy, don’t walk around with a mind that says no to new 
things. New things in your church, new things on your job, new things in your 
organization, new things in your household, new ideas from your leader, new ideas from 
your spouse, new ideas from your child. Don’t walk around with a mindset that just says 
no to everything. Don’t be like the old wineskin. Don’t be so set in your ways and in 


your thinking that you can’t receive some new advice, or some new instruction or some 
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new ideas, or some new teaching from somebody. You have to learn how to be open and 
elastic enough to receive that which is new from the Lord. I heard Paul say in Romans 
12:2, “Be not conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
mind.” You have to have a mind that is transformed and a mind that is ready to deal with 
that which is new. Be open. Be open, to a new interpretation of the word. The Holy 
Ghost could show up in this place and fall upon someone and they could prophesy and 
they interpret a word that you’ve never heard before that could be life giving and 
transforming to your life. Don’t be so closed. “The only thing I will receive is that 
which I have heard all my life.” Don’t do it. Be open and be elastic enough to receive 
that which is new from the Lord. Be open to a new praise song. Somebody pray for me, 
I’m fixing to go into some dangerous territory. You ought not be just satisfied with what 
you know and what you been singing all your life. I heard David say, sing unto the Lord 
a new song. Make a joyful noise unto our Lord above. You ought to be open to a new 
song, a new praise, every now and then. Am I making any sense? I was in a funeral 
yesterday for one of our members. I don’t know them very well, but they are members 
and they called and asked for the Pastor to come and share in this funeral and to do the 
eulogy. I said, “Sho’ nuff, cause I am your pastor and I will do it”. I didn’t know them 
very well. When I got there, it was off-site at the funeral home and when I got there I 
looked at the program and I noticed that they didn’t have traditional songs we sing when 
we do a funeral. You know what we sing, we sing, “Blessed Assurance”. We sing, “Pass 
Me Not Oh Gentle Savior”, “Some Glad Morning When This Life Is Over”... you know 
the songs we sing, but when I looked at the program they didn’t have those songs. They 


had a song, I thing that the Beatles sang some time ago and then they had another song 
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that says, “This is your temporary home”, by Carrie Underwood. It was a CD playing and 
at first when I heard Carrie singing, maybe she sings country western, she ain’t black, I 
know she ain’t black, but guess what, the more she sang the song, this kind of folk, 
country western song that is not a part of my tradition, the words began to minister to me. 
This is a temporary home, this is your temporary home...Lord have mercy. By the time 
she got through with that song, I told them I need that song, cause y’all going to sing that 
song. I need that song....BE OPEN! Be elastic enough to receive what is new from God. 
Be open to a new dance in the spirit. Every now and then I have a little issue on how we 
dance in the spirit. I’m going to tell you why. See, I am a Trinidadian by birth and when 
I was growing up in our church, when the old folks got happy, Perry, they danced like 
Trinidadians dance...you know. That’s how they danced in church. I came here to this 
country and I tried to dance like that and first of all you know the music is different...they 
have that beat...I said to myself, that music is not even AME, it’s Cogic or Pentecostal or 
somewhere else. I got some issues with y’all Cogic folk, I know its two or three of y’all 
up there because y’all want me to leave my tradition and learn this new dance. You 
know, I got to step like y’all... Now I want y’all to know, I’m doing my best...I’m doing 
the best that I can, but I want to know if I need to do a different dance. Look here, Dr. 
Bright is from Liberia and he didn’t learn that apostolic Pentecostal dance in Liberia. No, 
and they praise the Lord over there. What I am trying to say is that we need to be open, 
elastic enough to do a new thing. Some young man or some young woman might show 
up in church and they decide to praise God with a new dance that doesn’t look like the 
dance that we do. What I am saying is that we need to be open and not critical because 


God is able to do a new thing. Be open to a new thing for your church, a new thing for 
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your organization, a new thing for your family, a new thing for your life, because God is 
not only the God of yesterday. I know what we been doing yesterday, but God is not only 
the God of yesterday. He is the God of today and he the God of tomorrow. You just 
can’t be locked in to yesterday. God wants to do a new thing. Say yeah! Give me a few 
more minutes. Sometimes it looks to me that the church is the only institution that wants 
to live in the past and God is saying see, I’m doing a new thing, behold I make all things 
new. Can I say one last thing and then I will be through? 

Renewal does not come easy because the old and the new are incompatible. You bring 
something new into something that is old, it just doesn’t rub right. We need to understand 
that so we don’t freak out. Renewal requires open elastic minds, but finally we need to 
understand that renewal is rebirth, renewal is rebirth. I said before that I love the season 
of Spring because it is the season of rebirth. We have dead trees that spring back to new 
life. Buds spring back to new flowers, rebirth. Dead lawns spring back to new greenery. 
Spring is the season for rebirth. And y’all it happens so magically. I mean one day you 
can be looking at a dry branch, with almost invisible, miniature little buds and then the 
next day when you look, that dry branch becomes filled with the green leaves, its’ rebirth. 
The rebirthing process is uncomfortable. The air becomes filled with millions upon 
millions of microscopic male materials, we call it pollen. The trees are the first ones to 
release these reproductive eggs into the air in search of a female counter part in order to 
germinate in order to keep the species going. The trees are the first. They saturate the 
areas with their reproductive material. They don’t care if it gets on your car. They are 
trying to improve their chances for rebirth and survival. The trees are followed by grasses 


and later on by weeds. No doubt this pollen becomes uncomfortable for us. Our immune 
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system misreads it as an enemy and goes into attack mode resulting in itchy eyes and 
sneezing and itchy throat. The rebirthing process, I tell you is uncomfortable. And this is 
the same about our spiritual renewal. Renewal is rebirth and rebirth can often be 
uncomfortable. When God is ready to rebirth something in us, we usually find ourselves 
going through something that is uncomfortable and even painful in our individual lives. 
Some time it’s our work situation that becomes uncomfortable and painful in our lives. 
All hell done broke loose on our jobs. Our co-workers are being messy and devious and 
plain disgusting, provoking and tempting us to forget our religion and go up somebody’s 
head. Sometime it’s the home situation, Lord have mercy. Satan begins to attack our 
household. Our children begin to act crazy. Our spouses begin to lose their minds. Our 
marriages become tried and tested and we find ourselves on the brink of divorce. 
Sometimes our feelings of discomfort occurs right here in the church. Saints begin to get 
on our nerves. Church folk begin to act a fool. It becomes challenging for us to do our 
ministry. Sometimes you’re tempted to go gangsta at the meeting or in the rehearsal 
because of insensitive church folk and perpetrating pew members. But oh, but looky here, 
you need to understand that your discomfort, your frustration and your pain is the side 
effects of your spiritual rebirth. I hope somebody is getting this. God is rebirthing 
something in you and just as the pollen comes with the Spring, some pains will come 
with the birth. Now you can cry if you want to. You can get frustrated if you need to. 
You can go through an angry fit if you got to. But I don’t want you to miss out on what’s 
going on in your life. You are experiencing spiritual Spring time. Yeah, there is 
reproductive material flowing all around you...oh lord, have mercy. The process of 


spiritual fertilization is taking place in your life and God is getting ready to birth 
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something new out of you for the benefit of the kingdom of God. Yeah, you’ve been 
through a spiritual winter. It’s been cold and lonely and desolate in your life. You’ve had 
to deal with a season of death, the death of a loved one, the death of a wonderful career, 
the death of a loving relationship, the death of a well loved business, the death of a 
ministry opportunity. The death of finances and comfortable living, the death of position 
and prestige and power. You’ve been through a cold and long winter in your life, but God 
wants you to know spring time is here. Renewal is here. Revitalization is here, and 
something new is about to spring forth out of you. Get rid of your old way of thinking. 
Get rid of your old attitudes, your old fears, your old hurts, your old pains. Get rid of 
them. Get rid of your old complaints, your old excuses, your old drama and your old 
grumblings. Stretch your mind. Receive new ideas. Anticipate new possibilities and 
make some new commitments, and get ready to give birth. God wants to give you a new 
job. God wants to give you a new career. God wants to give you a new vocation. God 
wants to give you a new ministry. Yeah, get ready. Get ready for your new birth. God 
wants to give you a new song, a new dance, a new mime, a new production. Yeah, God 
wants to give you a new relationship, a new love, some new friends, a new life. Get 
ready for it. Forget what is in the past and reach forward to that which is ahead and move 
on, press on, say yeah! It’s a new season. Renewal! God is in the business of doing new 
stuff in our lives but it can be difficult because new and old are not compatible. It. 
requires us to have a transformed mind and accept that which is new. I know you haven’t 
done this before, I know you ain’t never done this job before, I know you ain’t never led 


this group before, I know you ain’t never sung this song before, but God wants to do a 
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new thing. It’s a rebirth. God wants to birth something new in us. That’s the real deal 


behind renewal. 
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Sermon Notes — Rev. Kenneth E. Marcus 
Title: “Death as a Prerequisite for Renewal” 
Scripture: John 12:12 — 16, 20-24 
Date: April 17, 2011 
My friends, Palm Sunday has always been for us here at Turner, a day of cheerful and 
contagious celebration. It was on a Palm Sunday, some six years ago that we marched 
from our recreational facility, located at 545 KEM Way and entered for the first time, this 
sacred sanctuary, built for the express purpose of praising and thanking God and for 
providing a place of prayer and petition for the people of God, called the Turner family. 
Palm Sunday has always been for us at Turner a day of cheerful and contagious 
celebration. We always look forward to this hallowed Sunday. We look forward to 
coming to church. We look forward to receiving our Palm branches from friendly and 
familiar ushers at the designated doorways and at the specified time of praise. We look 
forward to waving our branches in the air. Sometimes waving it like we just don’t care, 
celebrating the historic and triumphant entry of our Lord, Savior and deliverer, Jesus, as 
he enters the city of Jerusalem as king and messiah of the Jews. Palm Sunday has always 
been for us here at Turner, a day of cheerful and contagious celebration. 
The gospel text paints a peculiar picture for us on this particular day. Apparently the 
Lord had decided to make a significant divine statement on this day. The biblical 
accounts state that Jesus sent two of his disciples in town to pursue a young, never ridden 
colt and upon receiving it, he mounts the animal and begins to ride into the city of 
Jerusalem. We have never seen Jesus like this before. No, no, no, the scriptures always 
present him walking with his disciples; but y’all, today he chooses to ride. Mind you, he 
is not tired or incapacitated. He desires to make a statement. Victorious monarchs 


usually rode into the city perched on the backs of animals. Moreover, the holy writ had 
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predicted that the Messiah would arrive in that like manner as verse 15 of our text 
reminds us, do not be afraid o daughter of Zion, your king is coming, seated on a 
donkey’s colt. Jesus wanted to make a statement. Jesus wanted to personally 
acknowledge and confirm to his disciples and to others that he was the king of kings, the 
Lord of lords, the anointed one, the promised Messiah. And y’all the disciples got it. 
They got it and they joined in the symbolic display. With their cloaks they decorated the 
donkey and constructed a makeshift red carpet on the streets. The Bible says they cut 
down palm branches from the neighboring trees and waved it in the air, shouting the 
words of Psalm 118:25-26, Hosanna, to the son of David, blessed is he who comes in the 
name of the Lord, Hosanna in the highest. Palm Sunday has always been for us at 
Turner, a day of cheerful and contagious praise and celebration. And usually, we have 
kept that celebratory focus throughout the entire worship experience. But y’all, today 
with this current theme of spiritual renewal still fresh in my spirit, I was compelled on 
this to morning, to expand my focus beyond this motif of praise and instead to follow 
Jesus down the mountain, into the city, into his destiny, into his mission, into his passion 
onto his death. Palm branches cut from trees do not last very long. They soon dry up, 
wither and die. And my friends, in a similar fashion, this Palm Sunday celebration really 
doesn’t last for a long time. Jesus must descend from his donkey and dutifully face his 
destiny with death. The bread of life is burdened with a world altering mission at the 
culmination of this chapter. Life as it had been known would not be the same again. A 
great renewal of relationships is about to be incorporated between the creator and his 
creation. A new era is about to be ushered in. Sin, death, and the devil is about to be 


defeated. Humans are about to be reconciled with their God. My friends, a new thing is 
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being orchestrated, by God the father, through his only and begotten son, Jesus the Christ 
and with the assistance, of his divine assistant, God the Holy Spirit. But y’all in order for 
this cosmic operation to take place, in order for this new thing to happen, the son must 
die, on an old rugged cross. Oh help me here, listen church this is the peculiar and 
painful lesson that the Lord is trying to teach his disciples and us as he leaves his Palm 
Sunday summit of praise and prepares to exchange it for a Good Friday summit of death. 
The pathway to divine cosmic renewal is a “via dolorosa”. It is a pain filled path that 
involves crucifixion and death. But watch this, which ultimately leads to new life, new 
power, new possibilities, new opportunities and a renewed relationship with the father. 
Listen here my friends, as Jesus explains this peculiar path of renewal to his disciples in 
our text. Jesus says, the hour has come for the son of man to be glorified. I tell you the 
truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, Lord have mercy, it remains 
only a single seed, but if it dies, hallelujah, it produces many seeds. Fellahs, the hour has 
come for the son of man to be glorified. My heavenly alarm just went off. I just got a 
divine text from Glory. The hour has come for the son of man to die. Then Jesus makes 
this second peculiar statement about death and renewal, which I’d like to examine for the 
next few moments before I take my seat. The Savior speaks here in agricultural 
language, a language I am not all together familiar with since, like most of y’all, I have 
spent most of my life in the city, but through the help of my divine interpreter, the Holy 
Spirit, I believe we can all receive a clear and relevant message. Unless a kernel of 
wheat falls to the ground and dies it remains only a single seed, but if it dies, it produces 
many seeds. The King James Version says it this way, except a kernel of wheat falls into 


the ground and dies, it abideth alone, but if it dies it bringeth forth much fruit. And folks 
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this is the first lesson that I think the Lord is trying to get us to grasp. All of us must be 
prepared to experience death in our lives as a precursor or prerequisite to spiritual and 
personal renewal. Let me say it again, because some of y’all still writing. All of us must 
be prepared to experience death in our lives as a precursor or prerequisite to spiritual and 
personal renewal. Listen up children of God, don’t get upset and out of sorts and 
immobilized if you find yourself confronted by death in your life, death in your family, 
death in your career or death in your ministry. Unless a kernel of wheat falls to the 
ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But y’all if it dies, it produces many seeds. 
Listen, there is a death that each one of us as believers must experience in our lives, if we 
are to mature and share in the productivity and harvest that God has prepared and 
predestined for us...I ain’t getting a whole lot of Amen’s, but I’m going to keep 
preaching. Now, the death or the dying that we experience may be different in each of our 
lives. But the fact of the matter is, some dying must take place. In order to progress, in 
order to grow, in order to be productive, in order to do a new thing in your life, some 
dying must take place. Some of us do not desire any kind of death experience, but I am 
here to tell you that all of us has some stuff in us that needs to die...I’m going to get an 
Amen afterwhile. If we would move to another level in our spiritual, professional or 
vocational journey, many of us want to move to another level, either personally or 
professionally or spiritually, but very few of us are willing to sacrifice or change or let 
some stuff in us die. Oh help me Holy Ghost, some of us want that new promotion on the 
job, but we’re still carrying around unproductive working habits from the last job. But I 
stopped by to tell you they have to die, if you want to move to another level. Some of us 


want a different position in leadership, but we are still holding on to unhealthy leadership 
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attitude and disruptive and subversive behavior. But I came by to tell you, they gonna 
have to die, if you want to move to another level of leadership. Some of us want a new 
spouse, the last two didn’t quite work out and now we are tired of being single again. But 
y’all, we are still carrying around those same destructive attitudes that killed the last 
relationships. But I came by to tell you they got to die if you’re looking for somebody 
else. All of us have some things that must die. Am I right about it? I mean unless you’re 
perfect, but other than that, we all have something that needs to die. For some of us, it’s 
an attitude that must die. For some of us it’s a sin that must die. For some of us it’s a 
passion that must die. For some of us it’s a relationship that must die. But all of us got 
something that needs to die. For some of us it’s a habit. For some of us it’s a weakness. 
For some of us it’s an addiction; but all of us got something that must die. The Apostle 
Paul puts it this way in Colossians 3:5, he said mortify your members. That word, 
mortify, if you look at it ethnologically, mortify comes from the same family as mortician 
or mortuary. That ought to give you a hint already what they talking about. To mortify is 
to kill, put to death. The NIV says, “put to death whatever belongs to your earthly 
nature” and then Paul puts out a long list so that we all would be included and none of us 
would feel excluded. He puts out a list. He says sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil 
desires and greed. In verse number 8 he continues the list. He says you must rid 
yourselves of all such things as anger, rage, malice and slander. He said quit lying to 
each other. This is stuff he said you have to kill, kill it. Jesus, put it this way in Matthew 
5. He says if your right eye offends you, pluck it out. Don’t go home and get in the 
mirror and try to pull your eye out. He’s talking figuratively. Discipline yourself. In 


order for us to progress and mature and do a new thing and prosper, along our Christian 
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vocation or our professional path, some things must die. There is a death that is 
necessary. Jesus told his disciples that, my mission, my work is about to take off, but 
first I got to die. It takes death to bring it to the next level. My friends, death is 
necessary. Except a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and die it remains a single seed, it 
does not accomplish much without some dying. But if it dies, oh I’m going to my second 
point here, if it dies it produces much seed, it produces much fruit, Lord have mercy, 
that’s my second point. Dying can be fruitful if we are willing to kill some stuff. Oh 
Lord have mercy. If only we are willing to kill some stuff that is in us an around us. We 
can experience a great fruitfulness, a great harvest in our lives. God can do a major new 
thing in us if we’re willing to let some stuff die. Listen, listen, if we could just kill anger 
and put on forgiveness, you know some of us been mad for 10 years. If we could kill 
envy and put on appreciation. Quit being envious of what folks got. You don’t know how 
they got it. If we could kill hatred, put on love, if we could kill evil and just learn how to 
be good, there would be much fruit in our personal lives and much fruit in our church. If 
we could kill fear and learn how to have faith, if we could kill worry and learn how to 
trust God, if we could kill anxiety and learn how to be patient. If we could kill insecurity 
and learn how to have confidence in yourself, if we could kill back-biting and learn how 
to bless folk, if we could kill tale-bearing and learn how to thank God, if we could kill 
complaining and learn how to cooperate with folk, if we could kill lying and learn how to 
tell the truth, oh, if we could kill division and begin to force the unity, if we could kill 
ignorance and come to Bible study and get some knowledge, if we could kill 
retrogression, that’s keep looking in the back, and grab ahold of a new vision, if we could 


kill putting folk down and start lifting folk up, if we could kill hellishness and put on 
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some holiness, if we could kill sin and put on sanctification, if we could kill that gloomy 
look that you put on your face and walk around with some joy, if we could kill the devil 
and hold on to some Jesus. I came by to tell you that God would do a new thing in our 
lives, in our churches, in our families, on our jobs, yeah! But you got to be willing to kill 
it, kill it, mortify it, put it to death. Say yeah! Jesus told Andrew and Phillip and the 
disciples, my hour has come, just like a seed must first die before it can bring forth much 
fruit, so too the son of man must die, but it’s all good. I came to my own, but my own 
received me not. I’ve been despised, rejected of men, few have believed, many have 
disbelieved and in another week or so they about to crown that unbelief by putting me to 
death. But they don’t know. They are ignorant. They don’t know that my death is 
necessary. My death is fruitful, Lord have mercy. What they think is my defeat and my 
destruction is really my germination. You see, my seed is getting ready to catch. These 
Greeks are just a sign that God is about to open the floodgates for me. I know you guys 
have witnessed many conversions, changed lives and many healings and many 
deliverances, but y’all, you ain’t seen nothing yet. God is about to do a new thing and I, if 
I be lifted up from the earth on a cross, shall draw all men unto thee. The cross they 
mean for my shame will become my source of glory. Christ crucified, to many Jews a 
stumbling block and to many Greeks foolishness will become, to many that believe the 
power of God unto salvation. Fellahs, my death is about to become the biggest blessing 
that humanity will ever experience. And Turner Chapel, I know that we are not 
accustomed to thinking and talking about death in this kind of way, but you come here 
and grasp this farm imagery from the fairest of ten thousand. The Lord is saying to us, 


don’t get bent out of shape over the death situation that you are experiencing in your life, 
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whether it is a death of a spouse, the death of a parent, the death of a teenager, the death 
of a friend. It may be the death of a relationship, the death of a program, the death ofa 
career or the death of a business, the Lord is saying to us, don’t get bent out of shape over 
your death situation. You see on the farm, it takes a death to produce a harvest. Oh, help 
me Holy Ghost, it takes a death to produce a blessing unless a grain of wheat falls into 
the ground and dies, it remains a single seed, but yall if it dies it produces much fruit. 
Don’t get bent out of shape because you lose your job, no, no, no, let the seed die. God 
has a bigger and a better job waiting for you, but you’ve got to let the seed die. Yeah! 
Don’t get bent out of shape because your business went under, no, no, no, let the seed die. 
God has a bigger business and a better business waiting for you, let it die. Don’t get bent 
out of shape because you broke up with your boyfriend or girlfriend, just let the seed die. 
That wasn’t the one for you no way. Don’t get bent out of shape because after many 
good years of marriage your relationship ended in divorce. Listen here, you praise God 
for the good times you had, but let the seed die cause you see God got a few more years 
of happiness, bliss and blessings for your life, either by yourself or with a new spouse, 
but you got to let the seed, let it die. Don’t get bent out of shape cause your spouse died 
or your parent died, or your child died or your best friend died, hold on to the beautiful 
memories that you had, thank God for the wonderful memories that you shared but let the 
seed die. God got some years of living stored up for you some special blessings lined up 
for you, but you got to let the seed, you got to let it die, so God can bring forth another 
blessing on your life. Come on now. The Lord wants us to have a different perspective on 
life. You’ve got to let the seed die. You see, death is not the end of your life. It is the 


seed for a new thing. It is the seed for your harvest and I just stopped by to tell 
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somebody God is saying to you today quit worrying about the dead seed and get ready for 
your harvest because there’s life after death. There’s beautiful life. There’s abundant life. 
There’s joy-filled life after death. Say yeah. God tolerates death but God specializes in 
resurrection. I heard Jesus say I am the resurrection and the life, yeah anyone who 
believes in me, even though he dies, yet shall he live. I just came by this morning to 
depart a word of life to someone who been struggling with a dead seed. God wants me to 
tell you, get ready for your harvest. Get ready for a new thing. Get ready for your 
blessing. It ain’t over. It ain’t over. Say yeah! Your church shall live again, yeah! Your 
program will live again, yeah! Your organization will live again, yeah! Your ministry 
will live again, yeah! Your marriage will live again, yeah! Your relationship will live 
again. Your family will live again, yeah! Your friendships will live again, yeah! Get 
ready. Get ready for your resurrection. Get ready for your elevation. Get ready for 
production. Get ready. Say yeah! Death is not the last word, but it is a necessary 
prerequisite. God says, I want to do a new thing in your life but some things have got to 
die. You’ve got some friends that need to die out in your life. God wants to do a new 
thing in you. That’s why you got fired; you all mad but I need you out of there. Get over 
it so I can bless you. That’s why you single right now. I needed you to get out of that 
relationship. I wanted to bless you. So get over it. Some things have got to die. Death is 


the prerequisite to a renewal. 
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Sermon Notes — Rev. Kenneth E. Marcus 
Title: “You can Live Again” or “You Can Do a New Thing with Your Life” 
Scripture: Matthew 28: 1-7 
Date: Sunday, April 24, 2011 
My brothers and my sisters, the disciples of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ were not 
doing very well during that first Easter. In fact, let the record show, the last few days had 
not been the best for them. You see, they had watched their organization crumble. They 
had watched their leader murdered and they had watched their hopes for the future 
evaporate into thin air. The last few days had not been the best for these disciples of Jesus 
Christ. The events of the recent past were much too puzzling and too perplexing for their 
puny human minds to process. For you see, their Savior, their Lord, the one they 
believed to be the Messiah, the one upon, whom their hopes for Israel’s deliverance and 
freedom were firmly pinned. Their Savior, the one who exhibited unparalleled and 
unpredictable power over everybody, including nature, their Savior, the one who 
miraculously made the lame walk, the dumb talk, and the blind see and the deaf hear, the 
one who brought back Lazarus from the dead, their Rabbi, he was dead. He was killed. 
He was murdered, Oh Lord how could this be. He was tried, convicted by a crazy 
kangaroo court. He was mocked and ridiculed and hung between two thieves on a cross 
like a common criminal. Things were not going too well, I tell you, for these disciples of 
our Lord. Well, it used to be twelve of them. But one of them, Judas by name, the 
treasurer by function, had sold him out to the enemy for thirty pieces of silver. And then 
another one, Simon, whom he renamed Peter, the self-appointed leader and spokesperson, 
the one he called the rock, the one he took with him walking on the water, the one he 
gave the keys to the kingdom, Simon. In the last few days, Simon had lied, he had cried, 


he had cursed, and flat out denied that he had ever known the Lord. All of them had 
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forsaken the fairest of ten thousand and had fled for their lives. I’m talking about the 
twelve, His hand-picked associates, who were responsible for administrating his 
international outreach ministry, now that he had retired early. The last few days were not 
the best for the brothers. So on that renowned Easter morning, after God had seen fit to 
raise his Jesus from the dead and upon meeting the faithful woman of his ministerial team 
the savior quickly instructed them to find the brothers wherever they may be and to break 
the good news to them that he, their Lord was alive. He was risen from the dead and that 
he would meet them soon in Galilee. He was no longer dead, God had raised him up, he 
was resurrected, he was alive. Lord have mercy and listen here church, even though 
Easter today has become much more than a Christian celebration. You know the world 
has gotten us all mixed up with Easter. Today we got Easter Bunnies, Easter eggs and 
Easter bonnets. Somebody wasn’t going to come to church unless they got an Easter 
outfit. Even though the world has gotten all involved and intermixed with the 
celebration, it looks like the Lord is trying to get the same message to his disciples today. 
That despite what you see, despite what’s going on, despite how you feel, where you are 
or what’s going down in your life, the Lord is not dead. The Lord is not in the grave, ite 
is alive. He is risen and he wants his followers to live out brand new lives. More often 
then we would like to admit, we find ourselves acting like those same disciples of yester- 
year, scared, confused, hiding out and locked in. We are unsure, insecure, immobilized, 
off track, on the run, defeated, powerless and afraid. Listen, we the church, we should be 
turning this world upside down. But instead the world has got us on our knees, got us on 
a tizzy, hiding out in fear and living lives of defeat and frustration. Oh, but the message 


of the master, via the woman to the disciples still rings out with relevance today. Do not 
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be afraid, your Lord is alive. The Lord is risen and God wants you to live brand new 
lives. Listen, listen, the Lord Jesus had done his work. He had completed his mission, he 
had finished his earthly assignment. He had been sent from heaven, you remember, to 
rescue humanity from eternal destruction. He was sent by God to bridge the great chasm 
that existed between God and God’s creation. He was sent from above to offer new 
abundant and eternal life to those who would believe. He was sent by his father to 
become the perfect sacrifice that would appease a God, angered by the continuing 
rebellion and disobedience of his beloved children. He was sent from heaven to pay the 
ransom price of precious blood and to redeem and to rescue God’s creation from the 
clutches of sin and from the claws of a deceptive and diabolical devil. Jesus had done his 
work and it meant giving him self up to be killed on a cross. Oh Lord, but that was 
alright, because he knew y’all that in three days, that’s all it would take, in three days 
God would raise him from the dead. Yeah, yeah, yeah, he had a score to settle with the 
enemies of redemption and all he needed was just three days. And folks, sho nuff, that’s 
all it took. You know the story. They had him down there for three days. But on the third 
day he got up from the dead...three days! He got up from the dead. This is the great and 
blessed news of Easter and he reigns forever. Jesus, who was crucified for our sins, is no 
longer dead. Oh, but he is risen. I wish I had somebody who knew what I was talking 
about. But listen, listen, why Reverend, why must the church be reminded of this Easter 
event? Why must this news be communicated to the Lord’s disciples even today in 
2011? What does Christ’s resurrection from the dead have to do with you and with me 
today? Well, I want to share at least three reasons why I believe we ought to rejoice in 


this good news and this Easter announcement on this day. 
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First of all, because He lives, we can live brand new lives. Because he lives we have the 
opportunity to live brand new lives. Now, I don’t know what kind of life you’ve been 
living, if I asked you, you probably wouldn’t tell me. But I know some folk live defeated 
lives. Some folk live messed up lives. Some folk live unhappy lives. Some folks live 
boring lives. I don’t know what kind of life you been living. Some folk live addicted 
lives. Some folks are living a pain filled life. Some folk are living a disappointed life and 
some folk are living a sin-filled life, I don’t know what kind of life you’ve been living, 
but this one thing I do know, because He lives, we can all live brand new lives. What 
you mean preacher? I will tell you what I mean, because he lives, you could trade in your 
pain for power, because he lives you can trade in your frustration for peace, because he 
lives you could trade in your sorrow for joy, you could trade in your doubt for faith, we 
could all begin to live a brand new life. Because he lives you could trade in your 
loneliness for companionship, because he lives you can trade in your defeat for victory. 
Because he lives you can trade in your insecurities for confidence and because he lives 
you could trade in your weakness for the power of the Holy Ghost, yeah! We can all live 
brand new lives. I heard Paul put it this way in Romans chapter 10:9, if you confess with 
your mouth, the Lord Jesus Christ and believe in your heart, God has raised him from the 
dead, then you shall be saved. Some of y’all didn’t that. In II Corinthians 5:17, he said it 
in a different way, He said that if anyone is in Christ, that he or she is a new creation. The 
old has gone, the new has come. In other words, when you come to Christ, Christ will 
take you and your old ways, he will take you and your old attitudes, he will take you and 
your old fears, he will take you and your old habits and he’1l turn you around. He will 


give you new habits, new power, new faith, new hope, new life, new joy and new 
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happiness. Say yeah! Because He lives, you can have a brand new life. Listen, listen and 
the beautiful thing about it is that it doesn’t sh us anything. It’s free y’all. It doesn’t 
cost us a thing. I don’t have to tell you that in this world in which we live, it costs money 
if you want to make a change. If you don’t like your hair, you want to make a change, 
you could go down to the beauty shop, you have to give them some money now. If you 
decide I don’t want any hair, they will shave it all off. Or if you decide you’re tired of 
your short hair and you want some hair down here by your hips, they have the right wig. 
You can choose whose hair you want, you just got to pay for it. In this world it cost 
something to make a change. If you don’t like your nose, cause you know, some of us 
we don’t like this African identity, cause you know it is our African identity. You know 
we have the big nose, big lips and big butts. That’s Africa. But you know some of us, we 
real Americanized and we are like Michael Jackson. We don’t like the big nose. We don’t 
like the dark skin. We don’t want ihe big lips. I tell you what, in this world in which we 
live, if you got some money, you can go by some doctor he’ll reduce your nose. He’ll 
reduce your lip. He’II reduce your...well, he will reduce anything you want reduced. 

You can pay some money and get it changed. But looky here, it doesn’t cost you any 
money to change to a new life. You know why? Cause somebody has prepaid your bill. 
When Jesus went up on Calvary and when they nailed his hands to the cross and nailed 
his feet to the cross, the blood that Jesus shed for me, with the blood, Jesus paid it all. So 
today all you gotta do, all we gotta do is just make up our minds and come to the Lord, 
Jesus Christ and just let him change us. Has anybody in here been changed? I heard one 
song writer say, since he came into my life, what a wonderful change has come over me. 


He said when I look at my hands, my hands look new. He says I look at my feet and they 
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did too. Has anyone in here experienced a change in your life? You don’t have to be 
ashamed about it. If God has changed you, you ought to give God some praise up in 
here. Somebody ought to say, the things I used to do I do them no more and the things I 
used to say I don’t say them anymore and even the places I used to go, I don’t go there 
any more. It’s a great change since I’ve been born again. Is there anybody who has been 
changed? Been transformed? Been turned around by the Lord? Say yeah! That’s the 
first thing, because He lives, we can all live brand new lives. We can have a new walk. 
We can have a new talk. You can have a new song and a new dance. Lord have mercy. 
You can have you a new song, Bro. Bright, and a new dance. Because I know y’all party 
people. You can have you a new dance, a new vision, a new purpose, a new attitude and 
anew determination. Let me move on. Because he lives, I believe God wants us to be 
involved not just in a brand new life, but in a brand new operation. What you mean 
preacher? Well, in the text, he tells the sisters, I want you to go tell the brothers to meet 
me in Galilee. I have a brand new mission for them. I have some new directives. I have 
anew mandate to share with them, some new imperatives. Yeah, yeah, yeah, go tell 
them I’m alive and they need to meet me in Galilee. Y’all been students for the last 3 % 
years. Y’all been apprentices. I’ve been trying to teach you how to do ministry. You’ve 
been my disciples. Now it’s time to do a new thing. Now it’s time to be a part of a brand 
new operation. Listen, believers, on this Easter Sunday, this resurrection Sunday, I urge 
you to listen to the voice of God. Because I believe just like the disciples of old, God 
might be telling us to do a new thing, to get involved in a brand new operation, you see, 
some of us get stuck in the same old, same old. We don’t like to try anything new, we 


always suspicious of something new. We always have questions about doing something 
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new. Don’t get me wrong. God is a God of new and God may be calling us today to 
embark on a new thing in our lives. I hope y’all receiving this. It may be a new thing in 
your school. It may be a new thing on your job. It may be a new thing in your career. It 
may be a new thing in your life. But I stopped by to tell you, God might be calling you to 
a brand new operation. It might be a brand new commitment that you need to meet .It 
might be a new vocation that you need to try. It might be a new calling that you need to 
respond to. It might even be a new boyfriend or a new girlfriend, but God might be 
calling you to do a new thing in your life. I hope I’m making some sense to somebody. 
See the old is good, don’t get me wrong. The old is instructive. It gives perspective. It 
gives us a wonderful foundation. It serves as a good spring board. I’m talking bout the 
old now. Twenty two years ago, I was sent to be the pastor of this church. I followed an 
older pastor, who had set up for me, a solid foundation of Bible study, evangelism, prayer 
and good stewardship. I met that in place twenty-two years ago. But y’all, God sent me 
here not to do an old thing but to do a new thing. I mean, here I was a young man, 
seminary prepared, Caribbean born, musically gifted, guitar playing skilled, sent by God 
not to just fit into a tradition, Oh, but to do a new thing. Oh, but I’m just trying to help 
somebody this morning. Because you see, God invites us to do a new thing. To be a part 
of a brand new operation. Listen, right now as I speak, we have a Strategic Planning 
team, working, right now, to evaluate where we been, to evaluate what’s been working 
and what’s not working and to come up with recommendations for a new operation here, 
at Turner’s Chapel. Beause you see, every now and then, God invites us to do anew 
thing. I’m trying to help somebody. Don’t get stuck in the past. This is the year 2011 


and God might be calling you to do a new thing in your life. God might be calling you to 
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do a new thing with your children. God might be calling you to do a new thing with your 
spouse, to do a new thing with your in-laws, to do a new thing with your friends. God 
might be calling us to do a new thing with our choir, to do a new thing with our ministry. 
Do a new thing with the church, do a new thing for the Lord. Don’t you shut out the 
voice of God, but get ready for God to do a new thing in your life, say yeah! Jesus, told 
the woman to tell the brothers to meet me in Galilee. And when they met him there, let 
the record show, he gave them some new instruction. Oh, you read the text. He told 
them, now I want you to go and make disciples of all peoples. That was a new thing. The 
last time he sent them out, he said now I don’t want you to go to any foreign looking folk. 
Don’t go to any Gentile-looking folk. I want you to go to the house of Israel and tell them 
about my ministry. That was back then, but now he tells them, I want you to go tell 
everybody, all peoples, all nations the whole world. Tell them. Make them into 
disciples. Teaching them everything that I have commanded you. He says and lo, I will 
be with you always, even unto the end of the world. I’m about to wrap this thing up. 
Because there is a third lesson. God wants you to remember that is tied into resurrection. 
God wants us to live brand new lives. God wants us to be open to brand new operations. 
But then finally, God wants us to know that God has some brand new power. I won’t be 
much longer, God wants you to know that he has some brand new power, for the brand 
new venture, for the brand new vision that God has planted in your spirit. You see, 
resurrection was pulled off with a brand new power. Lord have mercy. We really don’t 
quite know, how it happened because you see there were really no real eye witnesses. 

We don’t know exactly how it happened. Matthew says ...now I don’t know where 


Matthew gets this, but he says...an angel flew down from heaven and when the angels 
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landed on Golgotha’s hill, the turbulence from his heavenly flight, you know when a big 
jumbo jet passes, it has turbulence. He said the turbulence from his heavenly flight, 
caused a violent earthquake, which possibly caused the stone from the tomb to roll away. 
We don’t quite know. We weren’t there. Really there were no eye witnesses. Now, the 
guards could have given us an eye witness report because they were there. But Matthew 
said, when they saw the angel land, they fainted. Well, he didn’t use those words. He said 
they appeared like dead men. That sounds like fainting to me. Nobody was around to 
see exactly how it happened. All we know is it was a divine, heavenly spiritual power 
that did it. It was a brand new power. And watch this, Paul, in Romans chapter 8, 
suggests that the same power that raised Jesus from the dead is available to us, to rescue 
us and to raise us up from death to a resurrected and victorious life. That’s what he says 
in Romans, that the same brand new power is available to us, for the new thing that God 
purposes to do in our lives. Jesus, according to John, when he had met the disciples in 
Galilee, he told them, he said, as the father has sent me, I’m sending you. And then John 
makes this observation. John says he breathed on them and they received the Holy 
Ghost. I’m talking about a brand new power for a brand new venture, a brand new vision 
for your brand new lives. I’m about to close now. But you need to know that the power 
of your renewal is the power of the Holy Ghost. You know some folk think that the Holy 
Ghost is just for shouting, just for singing, just for jumping and just for dancing. But I 
stop by to tell you that you are gravely mistaken. The Holy Ghost is the power that you 
need for your new venture, your new operation, your new vision, your new ministry. 
Yeah! Hey, Reggie, you got a new TV show and you got a new radio station, but I want 


you to know, Pastor Marcus is telling you that the power for your success, the power for 
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your victory, the power for your elevation, the power for your triumph is not your skills. 
It’s not your good looks. But the power is the power of the Holy Ghost, yeah! Yeah! 
Some of y’all under the sound of my voice, you are scared of the Holy Ghost. Reverend, 
I’m not Pentecostal and I don’t want the Holy Ghost. It’s going to have me running. It’s 
going to have me dancing. It’s going to have me speaking in some language that I don’t 
understand. Reverend, I am AME, I don’t need the Holy Ghost, but I came by to tell you, 
you been fooled. The Holy Ghost, is the power. It’s a brand new power of God, yeah! 
Yeah! Listen up here, you got a new project, you got a new venture. You have a new 
business. You have a new program. You better fall down on your knees and say Lord, 
fill me, with the Holy Ghost! Yeah! Yeah! You’re in a new relationship. You got a new 
marriage. You got a new family, got some new friends, what you need to do to get you 
some success is say Lord, fill me, with the Holy Ghost, Lord, touch me with the Holy 
Ghost. Lord overwhelm me with the Holy Ghost. Yeah! Jesus, got his disciples and he 
breathed on them and he told them, receive the Holy Ghost. Then he told them now this 
is just a little test. This is not the real power. I want you to go on back to the upper room 
and wait, wait on me, wait on the promise, wait cause John baptized you with water, but 
in a few days, if you wait, you will be baptized, you will be empowered, you will be over 
flowing with a brand new power from up in Heaven. Yeah! Somebody up in here, you 
better get before the Lord and say Lord, fill me up, say yeah! God is saying because I 
died, you can have a brand new life. I don’t care where you’ve been, I don’t care what 
you’ve done, I don’t care who you’ve been with, who you did it with. Because I got up 
from the dead, your sins are forgiven and you can begin.a new life, you can have a new 


future. Put your hands in my hands and trust me. Say yeah! You can have a new life but 
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then you have to be ready for a new operation because I’m fixing to do a new thing in 
your life. I know what momma did, I know what daddy did, I know what auntie did. I 
know what your cousin did, but I want to do a new thing in your life, a new operation, 
something that hasn’t been done in your life before. Listen to my voice and follow my 
lead. I want to do a new thing in your life, follow my lead. Don’t be scared, but trust me 
to walk a new path, trust me to do a new thing. You will triumph. You will be victorious. 
You will succeed because I’m giving you a brand new power. There are going to be 
people who have more education then you. But you are going to pass them by because 
I’m giving you a brand new power. There’s going to be people who know people, who 
know people they have all the contacts in high places. But I’m telling you I’m going to 
lift you up higher than they are, because I’m giving you brand new power. Y’all still 
don’t get it. I’m giving you heavenly power. I’m connecting you to the father, the son, 
the Holy Ghost, say yeah! I know it’s Easter Sunday and a lot of people come to church 
because it’s Easter Sunday but god has a message for you. God is saying if you connect 
with me, put your hand in my hand, let me direct your life, cause you been running your 
own life cause you so smart and you have three degrees. Surrender to me and watch me. 
I will open some new doors for you. God is saying you ain’t seen nothing yet. God is 
saying I know you got a lot of haters. But I will make your haters your footstool. God is 
saying when I get through with you, this is what‘s going to happen, all your haters are 
going to be around you and I am going to prepare a table for you in the presence of your 
enemies and they will be hating and you will be eating, they be hating and you’ll be 
prospering, if you connect with me. That’s what it takes. It takes connection and guess 


what, it doesn’t take long to make the connection. 


APPENDIX B 


BIBLE STUDY OUTLINES 
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How God Renews 
Ezekiel 37:1-14 


. The hand of the Lord in Vs 1 refers to an overpowering spiritual experience of 
divine REVELATION. See also 1:3, 3:14,22; 8:1, 33:22, 40:1. 


. The prophet’s answer to God’s question about whether the bones could live was 
filled with spiritual WISDOM. 


. Sometimes in our pursuit of renewal, God may ask us to do something CRAZY 
like his request to Ezekiel in Vs 4. 


. Sometimes God will expose us to an IMPOSSIBLE situation in order to show us 
God’s true character and abilities... “then you will know that I am the Lord”. 


. The Renewal that God revealed would occur in at least two stages: the bones 
would become BODIES and then the bones will receive LIFE. The two stage 
renewal process is reminiscent of CREATION and should caution us that renewal 
in our lives may often occur in stages. 


. The bones in the visions represented the WHOLE house of Israel. They are living 
in utter despair, discouragement and hopelessness. 


. The prophet was commanded to give Israel a 3 point message: a word of 
RESURRECTION, a word of RESTORATION and a word of 
RECONCILIATION. 


The New Creation 
II Corinthians 5:17 


. What does it mean to be in Christ? 


a. To be united to Christ through faith — the new birth. (John 3) 
b. To be in Christ as the branch is in the vine. (John 15) 


. Why does Paul call this conversion experience a new state, a new 
creature/creation? 


a. Who is the initiator of the change? 
b. Where exactly does the individual experience the re-creation or the 


change? 
c. What is the extent of the change? 


. What are some old things that pass away? 


. Can the new creature be new and still sinful and imperfect? 
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Characteristics of a Renewed Church 
Acts 2:42-47 


. Achurch that is filled with converted, save persons. 
. Achurch that is spirit-filled. 

. Acchurch that is dedicated to teaching, 

. A. church that is committed to fellowship. 

. A church that participates in the breaking of bread. 


. Achurch that is involved in praying. 
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